
        
            
                
            
        

    



Stephen Jones is Professor of Russian and Eurasian Studies at Mount Holyoke College, Massachusetts. The author of several books on Caucasian history and politics, he has taught Soviet and Russian politics at the University of California at Santa Cruz, the University of London and Oxford University.





GEORGIA

A POLITICAL HISTORY
SINCE INDEPENDENCE

STEPHEN JONES







[image: image]








Published in 2013 by I.B.Tauris  Co Ltd

6 Salem Road, London W2 4BU

175 Fifth Avenue, New York NY 10010

www.ibtauris.com


Distributed in the United States and Canada Exclusively by Palgrave Macmillan

175 Fifth Avenue, New York NY 10010


Copyright  2013 Stephen Jones


The right of Stephen Jones to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by the author in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in a review, this book, or any part thereof, may not be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.


ISBN: 978 1 84511 338 4

eISBN: 978 0 85773 586 7

ePDF: 978 1 78673 962 9


A full CIP record for this book is available from the British Library

A full CIP record is available from the Library of Congress


Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: available









For Kathleen and Avtandil, a fine example of Anglo-Georgian cooperation





Contents




List of Illustrations

Acknowledgments

Transliteration and Terminology

Maps:

Georgia Administrative Map

Oil and Gas Pipelines in the South Caucasus

Major Ethnic Groups in Georgia

Introduction

Part 1: The Best of Times, the Worst of Times: 1985–1995

1 Georgia: A Divided Nation

2 Prelude to Revolution

3 Populism in Georgia: the Gamsakhurdia Phenomenon

4 The Interregnum

Part 2: State and Society: 1995–2011

5 Democracy from Below”

6 The State

7 The Economy

8 The Myth of Georgian Nationalism

9 National Security and Foreign Policy

Concluding Reflections

Timeline: 1985–2011

Notes

Bibliography





List of Illustrations




The West comes to Georgia. A Tbilisi street in the late 1990s. Photo: Guram Tsibakhashvili

April 1989, before the tanks rolled in. Photo: Guram Tsibakhashvili

Fallen Heroes. The toppled guardians of Government House. Photo: Guram Tsibakhashvili

Zviad Gamsakhurdia addresses the Georgian parliament.

Civil war breaks out in the center of Tbilisi at the end of 1991. Photo: Guram Tsibakhashvili

James Baker III, US secretary of state, arrives on May 25th, 1992, greeted by members of the Presidium of the State Council. Photo: Guram Tsibakhashvili

Queuing for food products in Tbilisi, 1995. Photo: Guram Tsibakhashvili

The Rose Revolution begins. People gather outside Government House, November 2003. Photo: Guram Tsibakhashvili

A market in Tsnori, Kakheti. Photo: Archil Kikodze

The Georgian Presidential System, 2004–13

Election time: local elections in Tbilisi, May 2010. Photo: Stephen Jones

President Saakashvili opens the Gori National Defense Academy. Photo: Georgian presidential website

President Shevardnadze encourages foreign investment. Photo: Guram Tsibakhashvili

For sale: the Institute of Marxism-Leninism. Photo: Stephen Jones

Muslims at prayer, Namazi village, Pankisi Gorge. Photo: Archil Kikodze

The casualties of war, August 2008. Photo: Giorgi Bukhaidze

The construction of the BTC pipeline. Photo: Guram Tsibakhashvili





Acknowledgments




I have used some of my earlier published research in this book. Chapter 2 uses materials from ‘Glasnost, perestroika and the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic’, in R. Suny (ed.), Armenian Review, Vol. 43, no. 2–3, Summer/Autumn 1990, pp. 127–52; Chapter 3 incorporates material from ‘Populism in Georgia: the Gamsakhurdia phenomenon’, in D. Schwarz and R. Panossian (eds), Nationalism and History: The Politics of Nation Building in Post-Soviet Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia, Toronto: University of Toronto Center for Russian and East European Studies, University of Toronto Press, 1994, pp. 127–49; Chapter 4 uses some material from ‘Adventurers or commanders: civil-military relations in Georgia’, in C. Danopoulus and D. Zirker (eds), Civil-Military Relations in the Soviet and Yugoslav Successor States, Boulder: Westview Press, 1996, pp. 35–52; Chapter 5 is an expanded version of ‘Democracy from below: interest groups in Georgian Society’, Slavic Review, Vol. 59, no. 1, Spring, 2000, pp. 42–73; the arguments in Chapter 8 are based on ‘Georgia: from under the rubble’, in L. Barrington (ed.), After Independence: Making and Protecting the Nation in Postcolonial and Postcommunist States, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006, pp. 248–76; Chapter 9 in part draws on ‘The role of cultural paradigms in Georgian Foreign Policy,’ in R. Fawn (ed.), Ideology and National Identity in Post-Communist Foreign Policies, London: Frank Cass, 2003, pp. 83–110.

The book was written over a period of five years, but the information and insights were collected over a period of 30 years. Taxi drivers, school teachers, friends and family at the table, chess players in the park, colleagues in universities and libraries, parliamentarians, ministers, and even presidents – all have contributed to the ideas, theories, and opinions that make up this work. Georgian government officials, oppositionists, and NGO activists granted permission for interviews with equal graciousness. Yet, even among this fascinating assembly, there are special people I want to thank.

My teachers, Professor Peter Reddaway, Leila Geguchadze, and Zeinab Ebralidze have my warmest appreciation for their long guidance and friendship. Over the years, my Georgian colleagues have deepened my understanding (and love) of Georgian politics and culture, and to all of them I am very grateful. I want to mention, in particular, those munificent souls who have read sections of the book or the entire draft – Professor Ron Suny, Professor Alex Rondeli, Dr Gia Tarkhan-Mouravi, Professor Vladimer Papava, Dr Nata Sabanadze, Ambassador Tedo Japaridze, Dr Roman Gotsiridze, Professor Revaz Gachechiladze, and Dr Oliver Reisner. In the United States and United Kingdom, my generous readers included Professor Charles King, Dr Laurence Broers, Professor Valerie Bunce, and Professor Julie George. I should add thanks for my anonymous reviewers who made some very thoughtful remarks.

And then there are my friends, who in late evening conversations, have listened to my arguments and politely undone my assumptions. I especially value the late Zaal Kikodze, Khatuna Chkheidze, Gela Charkviani, Alexandre Kukhianidze, Malkhaz Matsaberidze, Ketevan Kintsurashvili, Beka Mindiashvili, Guram Svanidze, Nana Sumbadze, Levan Berdzenishvili, Nana Janelidze, Vakhtang Khmaladze, Ambassador Temuri Yakobashvili, Mamuka Tsereteli, Ghia Nodia, Tina Khidasheli, Dato Usupashvili, Paata Zakareishvili, Levan Ramishvili, Marina Chitashvili, Giorgi Khelashvili, S. Neil Macfarlane, Konstantin Pleshakov, Robert Parsons, Koba Turmanidze, Redjeb Jordania, Tornike Gordadze, Tatuna Grdzelidze, Gigi Tevzadze, Nino Saakashvili, Michael Clayton, the late Jack Griffin and Ingulina Loria. Nana Khvedeliani deserves particular mention as my very special link to the deep reserves of the National Parliamentary Library, and Davit Darchiashvili was a most generous host during my work in the archives of the Georgian parliament.

The late Konstantin Sidamon-Eristavi was a generous supporter. Without him, this book would never have reached the publisher. Rusudan Kareli gave excellent research assistance, Taylor Chustz drew my political flowchart, Khatuna Chkheidze worked with me on the chronology, Ali Brown and Nino Guruli helped me collect data on the environment, and Doreen St John drew my maps. My colleagues in the Russian and Eurasian Studies Department at Mount Holyoke (especially Peter Scotto and Edwina Cruise) listened patiently to my expositions on Georgian politics. Dean Donal O’Shea of Mount Holyoke College was extremely supportive.

Central to the initiation and completion of this project was the Smith Richardson Foundation, and in particular Dr Nadia Schadlow, the senior program officer for International Security and Foreign Policy, who has been an exceptionally tactful and patient monitor of a recalcitrant grantee. I want to thank all the staff at the Mount Holyoke College Library for following up on my obscure requests, and the very obliging staff of the Georgian Parliamentary Archives and of the National Parliamentary Library.

My extended family – Tamuna, Gogi, Dato, Darejan, Levan, Manana, Dutu, and Tiniko – provided the support that made this work worthwhile. Without Dato and Darejan, I wonder how far I would still be from completion. Most of all, to Marina, my wife, and to Lawrence and Ilya, my children, many thanks for keeping me laughing and loving when the writing was hard.

Amherst, June 2012






Transliteration and Terminology




My transliteration system for Georgian is simple. I have cut out all diacritic marks and I make no distinction between the Georgian letters [image: latter]. The letters [image: latter] I have transliterated as gh and q respectively. In a few cases, I have stuck with more familiar spellings, for example, Ilya instead of Ilia, and Yakobashvili instead of Iakobashvili. Georgians do not use capitals, a system I have followed, except for names and places. For Russian, I use the Library of Congress transliteration system. I use Georgian lari (GEL), the Georgian currency since 1992, to measure economic indices, though when the source is in US dollars I have kept it that way rather than reconvert to Georgian currencies whether rubles, coupons or lari. I convert lari into dollars if I feel it is useful for the reader (size of pensions, wages etc). Georgia is divided administratively into 67 raoni, and nine mkhare. The former I call districts, the latter, provinces. I translate the Russian oblast’ as region. The Russian raion is the equivalent of the Georgian raoni, or district. When translating the plural of Georgian terms such as sakrebulo (council), to avoid confusion, I have simply added an ‘s’. Georgian plurals may baffle the English reader. Regarding the treacherous minefield of topographic names, I have kept mostly to the Georgian version for the sake of consistency (Sukhumi, not Sukhum; Achara, not Adjaria; Samegrelo, not Mingrelia). I use the Russian term Abkhazia as it is more familiar than the Georgian form, Abkhazeti.
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Oil and Gas Pipelines in the South Caucasus
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Major Ethnic Groups in Georgia





Introduction




At an extraordinary session on April 9, 1991, the Georgian Supreme Soviet – controlled since October 1990 by former dissident Zviad Gamsakhurdia’s Round Table–Free Georgia Bloc – gathered for a momentous occasion. The agenda was Georgian independence. After a minute of silence dedicated to the martyrs of April 9, 1989, the 52-year-old Gamsakhurdia climbed the podium to read the ‘Act of Restoration of Georgian State Independence’. The Georgian nation, he proclaimed, ‘will never accept the loss of its freedom’. From now on, he assured his listeners, the new state would be democratic:

The Georgian Republic aspires to its worthy place in the world’s community of states; it affirms and equally guarantees, as envisioned by international law, all the fundamental rights and freedoms of the individual, of national, ethnic, religious and linguistic groups as demanded by the rules of the United Nations…1

For over two hours, Gamsakhurdia chronicled Georgia’s struggle for independence – the broken Soviet Russian–Georgian treaty of May 1920, the illegal annexation of Georgia by Soviet Russia in February 1921, the West’s indifference to the Soviet occupation, the 1924 Georgian rebellion against Soviet power, the bloody tragedy of April 9, 1989, and the Georgian referendum of March 1990 in which 91 percent voted for independence.2 Following endorsement by the Georgian Orthodox church, the Georgian Jewish community and in the presence of neighboring Ingushetian leaders, the hall resounded with applause. Fists were raised (rather sheepishly by some former nomenklatura members), and the tones of the newly adopted Georgian national anthem ‘dideba’ (Glory), dating from the Georgian Democratic Republic (1918–21) and unknown to most of the audience, echoed throughout the hall. Although Georgians were already at war with the South Ossetians, a national minority in the north of the country, it was a day of celebration as people danced in the streets chanting the name of ‘Zviadi’.3

The declaration was symbolic, like much of Georgian politics. Words like ‘independence’, ‘democracy’, and ‘Europe’ brought thousands of Georgians onto the streets in the 1990s, although most of them did not ponder their meaning. ‘Independence’ was a term that most Georgians anticipated would bring – in almost kabalistic fashion – prosperity, democracy, justice, and security. In April, no Western representatives attended the joyous ceremony, and no major Western state supported Georgia’s appeals for de jure recognition. Following the USSR’s collapse eight months later, independence came, but it  was a painful and bloody experience for Georgians, characterized by interethnic conflict, civil war, terror, economic collapse, and war with neighboring Russia. 

In 2011, two decades after the disintegration of the USSR, the Georgian government is still unable to control its territories and  provide economic security for most of its citizens. Despite important economic and political gains, it has failed to build a virtuous democracy, one that all its citizens can believe in. Both a failure and a success, Georgia is replete with paradoxes and puzzles. In the West, we measure Georgian progress by abstract political and economic standards we do not ourselves keep, or we accept Georgian self-description at face value. This has led to unbalanced criticism and excessive praise.

Georgia faces fundamental challenges Westerners have long forgotten. Most urgently, Georgian elites had to establish organs of sovereign statehood, create a capacious national identity that incorporated ethnic non-Georgians, replace a centralized state economy with a competitive market, found democratic institutions and the supporting structures of civil society, and implement an independent foreign policy. The combination, complexity, and simultaneity of these revolutionary challenges would tax any government, but Georgia was attempting to achieve them in short shrift without experienced personnel, proper institutions, effective executive power, and most importantly, the financial wherewithal. Alexander Motyl has remarked that political elites embarking on revolutionary change should be especially well-endowed with resources.4 Georgian elites and Georgian society were psychologically and economically under-resourced for their revolutionary undertaking. 

Western powers have played a significant role in the transition. Per capita, Georgia is the largest recipient of US aid among former Soviet states, but despite a decade of massive injections of Western money, the majority of Georgia’s citizenry remains on or below the poverty line. Western governments’ policies in Georgia, despite important adjustments in recent years, have failed to achieve their goal of a stable economy and a consolidated democratic state. Western economic programs neglected the political and social consequences of a rapid transformation to the market. The IMF’s design for post-Soviet states, almost Bolshevik in scope and conviction, contributed to the political instability and economic decline it was designed to avoid, and intensified the tensions between economic and political liberalization in Georgia. 

The purpose of this book is fourfold: first, to analyze the dramatic socioeconomic changes in Georgia since independence. There are few  books in the English language on the social and psychological shifts in Georgian society engendered by the economic and structural crises of the 1990s. The absence of such studies results in part from the language barrier – Georgia has its own alphabet and is unconnected to the great linguistic families – but it is also due to our own shallow focus. Georgia, when it slips into the view of Western powers, has been an ethnographic curiosity or a strategic object, and Caucasia – in which Georgia is the keystone state – is perceived as an unstable ethnic mélange on the periphery of Europe. The revival of geopolitics after the collapse of the USSR, combined with a renewed interest in nationalism, contributed to a wave of Western studies of the region as a source of ethnic conflict, Great Power politics, and energy competition. These themes, though important, are one sided. Georgian political culture, social relations, local government, employment, – the daily bread of political life – have been overshadowed by the sensational antics of Georgia’s elites, and by civil war, separatism, and Russian intervention. Tip O’Neill’s dictum that, ‘all politics is local’, leads us beyond abstract formulae here at home, but we often fail to apply it to our study of foreign states. We cannot explain Georgian politics or effectively explore the challenges it presents for Western policy-makers without understanding the transformation of Georgians’ own world, and the rise of new interests, values, and groups.

A second focus is policy. ‘Transitions’ have diverged wildly among former Soviet states due to disparate geographies, histories, political cultures, economic conditions, and leadership styles. Despite common problems, local conditions have led to specific outcomes. The declared purpose of reform in Georgia is the creation of a stable and prosperous democracy. But how do Georgians understand democracy, and how do government policies shape it? Seeking answers to the workings of Georgia’s judicial, executive, administrative, and legislative bodies must allow for Georgians’ social and intellectual heterogeneity. Analysis of the bargaining among informal groups, of elite attitudes, generational differences, and the concerns of ordinary citizens – the heart of Georgian politics – makes generalizations difficult. At the same time, the role of leadership has been particularly important in Georgia’s transformation over the last two deacdes,  shaped largely by three men with too much power.

A third goal is to connect the theoretical literature on transitions, post-colonialism, revolutions, nationalism, populism, and democracy-building, to Georgia’s own experience. I adopt no particular explanatory framework in this book and my methodology is eclectic, based on interviews, documents, close observation, and statistical surveys. I use theory to highlight explanations, not to prove a model. Models are useful and suggestive, but rarely reach the predictive qualities they espouse. Theory does not lead, in my case, to predictions, but to questions. Should Georgia be understood as a post-imperial society struggling with a Soviet legacy, or as a revolutionary society experiencing a period of economic and political transformation? Do the last two decades represent a movement from radical national liberation to civic nation building, or do persistent neo-patrimonial institutions and the absence of lustration provide a better explanation for Georgia’s problems with legitimate state institutions?

Finally, based on some of these theoretical speculations and my own observations over 30 years, what does the future hold for Georgia? Can Georgians achieve the goals so proudly expounded in the ‘Act of Restoration of Georgian Independence?’ The answer is not entirely dependent on Georgians or their leaders. Georgia’s regional environment – Turkey, Iran, Russia, North and South Caucasia – is often hostile. Georgia, as a small barely solvent state, faces innumerable constraints on its domestic and foreign policies, and decisions made in Washington and Moscow will have major implications for its future. Yet small states, impoverished states, and corrupt states can develop strategies to overcome political and economic disadvantages.

The book is divided into  two parts. Part I (the first four chapters), relates the story from 1985 to 1995. Part II (chapters five to nine) is more analytical, incorporating theoretical observations on the problems and processes of transition since 1995. The second part conflates the Shevardnadze and Saakashvili presidencies. This may be confusing – and it presented me with some chronological dilemmas  – but it underlines my own view that the systemic continuities between Shevardnadze and Saakashvili are as telling as the differences. Saakashvili’s Rose Revolution did not fundamentally challenge Shevardnadze’s economic and political policies. Rather the new President accelerated and deepened the Shevardnadze revolution.

The book highlights Georgia’s economic, institutional, and democratic shortcomings in the past 20 years, as well as the state’s trajectory toward recovery and stability.  At the center of  the book is the interplay between context and history on the one hand, and Georgians’ economic and democratic aspirations, on the other. This has led me to ambivalent conclusions about Georgian politics over the past 20 years. The critique in this book is harsh but benign. Its goal, somewhat pretentiously, is to help Georgians think about how they can sustain progress toward a virtuous democratic state.


PART 1

The Best of Times, the Worst of Times: 1985–1995


1

Georgia: A Divided Nation




Stand where Kekelidze, Varazis-khevi, and Melikishvili Streets intersect with Chavchavadze Avenue. It is a busy crossroads where the fashionable residential district of Vake merges with downtown Tbilisi. Compare it today (2011) with the scene 20 years ago. The Soviet Academy of Sciences bookshop on Chavchavadze Avenue has gone. It has been replaced by a café, its colorful tables spilling onto the pavement. The Georgian Tea House on Melikishvili Street is now a betting shop (Maxbet). Walk a little further on Chavchavadze Avenue and you will see New Trends, Giordano, and the Acid Bar. You can still wait for a bus or improvised taxi at the intersection, but the smoky Icarus buses from Hungary have gone, replaced with a shiny new fleet financed by the Dutch. Tbilisi State University, an imposing neoclassical structure and former Tsarist Gymnasium on the corner of Chavchavadze Avenue and Varazis-khevi Street, has acquired a fancy new fence around its grounds. Outside the fence, the public telephones – reduced to one in 2010 and none in 2011 – work with cards bought with Georgian lari (GEL), not with the old two kopek pieces. But hardly anyone uses public phones because there are now 2.755 million cell phone users in a population of 4.5 million.1 And the expensive Mercedes, Volvos, and Hummers crossing the intersection are quite different from the habitual Zhigulis made in Togliatti, USSR, that used to ply this city. As before, nobody pays much attention to traffic rules, but paradoxically, with the arm-waving traffic policemen gone (they were replaced by a system of highway police patrols in August 2004), there is less chaos.

But the marks of Georgia’s transformations over the last 20 years are mixed in with relics and habits of the past despite the Rose Revolutionaries’ attempt to erase them, and it makes one ponder the degree of change. Georgia’s transition, despite the glamour of youthful leaders, mushrooming hotels, and plate-glass shops – building permits in Tbilisi trebled between 2004 and 2007 – remains at the crossroads where new claims, imported ideas, iconic styles and modern values feed into and combine with old habits, inertia, cultural traditions, and antimodernist sentiments. The result is a multi-layered palimpsest, modern, optimistic, and entrepreneurial on the top, but poor, traditional, and traumatized underneath. This is exemplified by the newly painted pastel fronts of Rustaveli Avenue and the garish waterfront hotels in Batumi that celebrate impressive investment but conceal the struggling populations that live beyond the city center. The result of this split personality – common to many transitional societies – is a dual democracy, a dual economy, and a widening chasm between urban and rural, haves and have-nots, English speakers and non-English speakers, young and old, employed and unemployed.

On the eve of the Rose Revolution in November 2003 – the third political metamorphosis since 1990 – Georgia was suffering from incessant crises. The collapse of the USSR in 1991, and turmoil under the leadership of Zviad Gamsakhurdia (1990–2), was a period of mass hysteria during which Georgia descended into a hellish version of its own fragmented past. After 1992 and the return of Eduard Shevardnadze, despite calls for radical modernization, there was no reconciliation commission or purge of former communist officials. Rather we saw a return to a reincarnated property-owning nomenklatura, and the convergence within state structures of the criminal and political, the public and the private. David Stark refers to this as ‘recombinance’, or the rebuilding of organizations ‘not on the ruins but with the ruins of communism’.2

Eduard Shevardnadze, who dominated Georgian politics from 1972 to 2003, with a short interlude in Moscow from 1985 to 1992, reconstituted power the way he knew best. He retained former Communist party members alongside younger technocrats and a sprinkling of reformers, a political mix he was convinced he could control, but that failed to introduce the desperate remedies that Georgia required. Shevardnadze’s emphasis on stability and consolidation was welcome, but by the late 1990s economic reforms had petered out. In his last years in office, central power languished, sapped by intrigue, corruption, unsolved murders, and an empty treasury. The administration was unable to construct a well-ordered state, a problem exacerbated by the unresolved conflicts on Georgian territories, and by old mental habits. It was not until November 2003, under the ambitious Mikheil Saakashvili, a Georgian jeremiad who cites Kemal Ataturk and Charles de Gaulle among his models, that the symbolic revolutionary break with the past – what Juan Linz terms transition by ‘rupture’ – took place.3 The Rose Revolution, as it was called, was led by neophytes and iconoclasts who appealed to the traditions of the past, but set about destroying the last vestiges of Soviet power. President Saakashvili, a consummate PR practitioner and politician, has not only transformed Georgia’s political (and urban) landscape, but has also reinforced traditional patterns of state dominance.

REVOLUTION AND DEMOCRACY

Vladimir Lenin, despondent, mute, and fearful that the Bolshevik experiment had gone awry, wrote in 1923:

Our state apparatus is so deplorable…that we must first think very carefully how to combat its defects, bearing in mind that these defects are rooted in the past, which, although it has been overthrown, has not yet been overcome…4

He was expressing the dilemma of all revolutionaries. They are forced, as Benedict Anderson puts it, to employ ‘the wiring of the old state’.5 In post-imperial states, old institutional wiring shapes the new. The problem is compounded when new wiring has to be installed ‘from scratch’. In this sense, as Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan have suggested, post-Soviet states were worse off than many of the ‘new democracies’ in Latin America and South Asia. The latter, though burdened by strong militaries, had the benefit of socially embedded institutions and a basic acquaintance with the open market.6 Post-communist transitions, with a barren history of institutional independence and economic pluralism, faced far more complicated tasks of state and democracy-building and, in Georgia’s case, the old imperial power was on its doorstep.

Democracy in Georgia highlights the concept’s multiple meanings. It is politically liberal in appearance but often illiberal in practice. The rhetoric of President Saakashvili, with its mix of raw populism and liberal sensibility, echoes this ambivalence. It is impossible to define Saakashvili either as a liberal or a pugnacious nationalist. He is both. He represents a country in political and economic flux. It remains psychologically lodged between the rubble of the old and the foundations of the new. Democratic structures sit alongside old regime habits and institutions. Georgians want their religion, their traditions, their heroic past, their patrons, and a powerful president tough on crime, but they also want to be ‘European’, modern, and culturally sophisticated. Georgia’s five-cross flag, introduced in 2004, is a symbol of the country’s new religious identity. It flutters alongside the starry flag of the European Union above all Georgia’s public buildings, expressing Georgians’ persistent cultural dualism.

The discovery of fossilized skulls, 1.7 million years old, in Dmanisi, Georgia, sent Georgians into a frenzy. Stenciled images of ‘Zezva’ and ‘Mzia’, as these newly imagined first European settlers were nicknamed, proliferated on Tbilisi’s walls. Dmanisi ‘proved’ that the earliest human settlers in Europe were in Georgia. President Saakashvili claimed that Georgians were ‘ancient Europeans’.7 But Georgian politics, if it is European, is so in all its contradictory splendor. Central to European history is the struggle between democracy and the state, between national minorities and majorities, wars with neighbors over territory and sovereignty, and revolutionary regimes undermining popular power. This may not be the Europe Georgians have in mind when they talk of shared values, but this is Georgia, a complex south-eastern corner of Europe where struggles over the state, democracy, and citizenship are unfinished echoes of Europe’s own battles.

Under Gamsakhurdia, democracy’s failings derived from a simplistic belief in sovereign statehood and majority rule; under Shevardnadze, democracy was eaten away by corrupt and unaccountable networks; under Saakashvili, swift and haughty policies have alienated large segments of the citizenry, including national minorities and the emerging ‘middle class’ he wants on his side. All three leaders failed to achieve a balance between the needs of de-stating – reducing the state’s role in the economy, creating greater institutional transparency, expanding self-government – and re-stating – regulating private interests, implementing laws, and strengthening national security. This takes time, but paradoxically, the dramatic paring of the state by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank, fortified by Georgians’ own anti-state feelings, weakened constraints on the central government. The state must be effective to introduce radical reform, but in Georgia’s environment, where the rule of law is weak and personalism strong, the European tradition of state power, boosted by hasty reform from above, has bested the European tradition of civil rights.

Saakashvili’s administration illustrates the complicated tensions between democracy and state-building. Government policies designed to create a market paradise encouraged foreign investment, but in other ways hollowed out the meaning of democracy.8 The old casings of the imperial state, and the ingrained habits of citizens used to avoiding it, raised practical challenges to the practice of democracy in Georgia. Ambitious Western ‘democracy makers’, as Nicolas Guilhot calls them, added to the confusion by importing abstract models and concepts. But cloning democracy is not like cloning sheep.9 The major obstacles to democracy in Georgia are not hack-handed government repressions, or the conflict between civic and ethnic nationalism (a false dichotomy), or even external threats; rather it is the polarized and impoverished economy, the absence of organized social groups and social solidarities, and of trusted popular institutions. Georgian politicians have, as Ilia Roubanis puts it, ‘no strings attached [to their] power’, because they face no interest articulation or organized social constituencies from below.10 The post-Soviet environment under Gamsakhurdia – a lumpen classlessness with confusion and rage directed against the authorities, the intelligentsia, the West, and national minorities – has moderated, but not disappeared. Such rage threatens to return. The Saakashvili paradox – the reduction of the state combined with the augmentation of its power – has intensified the political elites’ de-legitimization and weakened their representative function. Neoliberal policies in Georgia hit the limits of reform and growth in 2007, and in the context of a global crisis that diminishes Western aid and attention, economic decline and social instability are likely elements in Georgia’s future.

A mechanical approach to institutional reform leads to poor outcomes. The well-intentioned introduction of the jury system in Georgia, for example, may not be a positive reform if jurors are subject to intimidation and pre-trial procedure remains weighted in the prosecution’s favor. The introduction of parent–teacher councils was a celebrated reform, but in the Georgian context (especially outside Tbilisi where patriarchal and deferential attitudes remain strong), it rapidly dwindled in confusion and conflict. ‘Reform’ is a useful word, but it is misused. There are more fundamental obstacles to personal liberty for Georgians than institutional ones, including joblessness, disease, crime, and corruption. These have dramatic consequences for democracy-living as well as democracy-building. The disastrous decline in the quality of life for most Georgians in the 1990s and the collapse of effective statehood underscored the problems of transition in post-Soviet states. Stephen Holmes suggests overzealous ‘de-statization’ added to the problem. Michael Mann goes further. Echoing Alexander Hamilton’s warnings about the ‘violence and turbulence of the democratic spirit’, he speculates on a ‘dark side of democracy’ that in certain contexts ‘leads to illiberal ethnic nations and weak states’.11

Thomas Carothers has contested the ‘transitional paradigm’, and its teleological assumptions about reform sequences leading to well-performing democracies. He suggests that many post-Soviet hybrids are stuck in a ‘gray zone’, where,

there is poor representation of citizens’ interests, low levels of political participation beyond voting, frequent abuse of the law by government officials, elections of uncertain legitimacy, very low levels of public confidence in state institutions, and persistently poor institutional performance by the state.12
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The West comes to Georgia. A Tbilisi street in the late 1990s.


The Rose Revolutionaries claim they have propelled the country out of this ‘gray zone’. But is Georgian politics today more participatory and more open than in the 1990s? The answer is not obvious. Public confidence in state institutions has increased since Shevardnadze’s departure, but the judiciary has low scores, along with local government and parliament. The Rose Revolution unjammed the machinery of ‘reform’, but did not convert impressive GDP growth and budget surpluses into mechanisms for overcoming poverty, de-industrialization, depleted agriculture, bankrupt social services, and territorial disintegration. A democratic model cannot be ‘dragged in by the ear’ (qurit motreuli), and grafted onto a new state when contesting nations (the Georgians, Abkhazians, and Ossetians) and contesting generations cannot agree upon its basic principles.13 Georgia’s limited experience of parliamentarianism, a powerful northern neighbor determined to destabilize the country, a persistent distrust of government, and a scattered civil society make democracy-building difficult in Georgia. Georgia is, by any legal definition, a democracy. But is it a virtuous democracy that legitimizes the state and works for its citizens?14

LEGACIES

Georgians have a proverb: ‘custom is stronger than faith’ (‘chveuloba rjulze umtkitsesia’). It reflects Georgians’ belief that the past is always trumps. The Soviet legacy – however misremembered, invented, or manipulated – is still embedded in Georgia’s present. It is an important part of why democratic institutions in Georgia are weak. The links between poor institutionalization and ‘charismatic’ leaders, weak parties and powerful presidents, frail civil society and secretive bureaucracies, environmental degradation and demographic stress, and the state’s failure to integrate national minorities are all related to the Soviet past.

The wiring of the Soviet state in Georgia was impressive: it gave Georgia a Supreme Soviet, its own council of ministers, a national budget, a trade union federation, a constitution, elections, local government, even its own foreign ministry. The republic had a state hymn (it began ‘Be glorious, my homeland…’), a flag, state emblem, and, of course, its own soccer teams (officially not ‘national’, they were more ‘national’ than most European teams are today). This national symbolism was not just a Potemkin-like façade. Even if Georgia’s political institutions followed the standard Soviet pattern, Georgian elites, especially outside Tbilisi, were able to administer their offices semi-independently. They benefited from what Valerie Bunce has called ‘subversive’ ethno-federal institutions, which ultimately undermined the unity of the Soviet state.15 Moscow, by the 1970s, was to a large degree an absentee landlord and Georgian institutions, though Soviet in form, were Georgian in content. Georgian ministries confirmed projects and budgets with Moscow, but implementation was a Georgian affair. Yet the ‘state’ the Georgians possessed was neither national, nor run by a modern civil service, and it was a weak and inefficient performer.

After the collapse of the USSR in 1991, Soviet structures and psychology were a barrier to the democracy Georgians imagined they wanted. One of the most damaging Soviet bequests was a social and political chasm between elites and ‘subjects’. The Soviet state not only failed to penetrate society in Georgia, but ensured its irrelevance by relying on Georgian patronage systems, regional bosses, and networks to maintain its power. The Soviet state was never able to properly govern Georgia through institutions. Georgian dissidents in the 1970s, and NGOs, parliaments, and parties in the 1990s, failed to end this pattern of ‘us’ and ‘them’. Social dislocation and popular disillusion generated by the economic crisis in the 1990s widened the gap. Powerful political elites made up of former Soviet officials and enriched by privatization schemes returned. Saakashvili’s government has purged most of this older generation, reduced corruption, and stimulated growth. But the state is as distant as ever. The new government, driven by revolutionary zeal for a speedy transformation from above, is ignoring the popular voice at its peril.

The conversion of Saakashvili’s party, the United National Movement (UNM), into a replica of the Citizens’ Union of Georgia – Shevardnadze’s dominant presidential party in the 1990s – suggests ‘old wiring’ is resilient. Georgia’s political parties should be important communicators of democratic values, but they have consistently failed to provide a comprehensible alternative to the establishment. Under Shevardnadze, parties discredited themselves with arcane debates, personal squabbles and intrigue, and failed to develop the organizational capacity and structures of genuine mass parties.16 They were hampered by an amorphous Georgian society and by a new form of global capitalism that has fractured Georgia’s social and economic identities. What we see in Georgia is a very rich minority, concentrated in the cosmopolitan urbanized island of Tbilisi, and a mass of poor and unemployed scattered in the provinces. The middle class and influential business associations, dreamed up by Western democracy makers, are a long way off in Georgia, and the trade unions, a vital part of any civil society, have largely evaporated, ignored and forgotten by all except international labor organizations.

Poor communication between government and society is underlined by a deep urban–rural divide, a phenomenon dating back to the nineteenth century, when ‘the city’, as Tbilisi was known, was run by Armenian businessmen and Russian administrators. The promotion of labor-intensive crops and profitable captive markets for Georgian agricultural goods, and an internal passport system that restricted migration to the cities, stimulated rural population retention in Georgia. In 1989, Georgia was 56 percent urban, 10 percent less than the average in the USSR.17 Relative prosperity in parts of the Georgian countryside did not mean rural development. The wide psychological divide between town and country was reflected by differences in educational levels, health resources, mortality rates, and political sophistication. Young Tbilisi students in the Soviet period would do their utmost to avoid dispatch to the provinces in state programs after graduation (fictitious marriages were a common ruse for claiming exemption). Georgian peasants, theoretically honored as the retainers of Georgian culture, were referred to by their city compatriots, as ‘goimi’, a word that encompasses both boorishness and vulgarity. Soviet policies stimulated the development of Tbilisi as a primate city surrounded by unsophisticated provinces. All roads led to the capital, with limited inter-regional transport routes. The divide has worsened since independence, intensified by Georgia’s agricultural and economic crises, the end of free education beyond high school, and the absence of regional development policies. Tbilisi is still growing. It is six times as large as the next biggest city of Kutaisi, and between 2002 and 2008 grew 3 percent, as people fled rural poverty, environmental disasters, or ethnic cleansing.18 The city has become overburdened by poverty and road-clogging traffic. Saakashvili has made an attempt to distribute power to the provinces through the establishment of parliamentary functions in Kutaisi and a national constitutional court in Batumi, but it is doubtful that this will prevent Tbilisi from absorbing the country’s national resources, or improve citizens’ access to power.

Most Westerners living and working in Tbilisi are blissfully unaware of Georgians living in the concrete desolation of Didi Dighomi on the city outskirts, or in the impoverished provincial towns of Zugdidi, Akhalkalaki, and Lanchkhuti. All revolutions, especially capitalist ones, are characterized by uneven development, and a visit to Zugdidi, the regional ‘capital’ of Samegrelo, would persuade most observers that the revolution never reached it. Democratization, foreign-built hotels, and young faces in town halls have not changed the nature of provincial rule, dominated by Gogol-like inspector-generals and cowering clerks. The lack of interaction between urban and rural populations, between government and governed, educated and uneducated, and the absence of popular participation in the national political system impedes nation-building in Georgia.

Two other Soviet leftovers complicate nation- and state-building in Georgia. The Soviet state, particularly in non-Russian areas, stimulated the privatization of civic life. In Georgia, a rich counterculture expressed in humor, illegal economic activities – what James Scott has called ‘hidden transcripts’, or the sharing of socially coded information among subaltern communities – thrived.19 By the 1970s, the Soviet system’s absurdity, combined with its shortage economy and obstructive bureaucracy, had driven people deep into the private sphere of family and friends. The Soviet emphasis on the family as a means of social control diminished the state’s reach. Georgians exploited their well-developed patronage system to solve everyday problems.20 The private realm of memories and informal agreements was considered trustworthy and believable, the public realm of Soviet propaganda, laws, and political campaigns was not. This informal system of mutual reliance, of loyalty to family, or close dependence on the regional boss or factory director, reinforced particular interests, and it gave Georgians little experience of public organization, collective negotiation, or engagement with the state. This is reflected in a continuing emphasis on private and family priorities in independent Georgia, and weak identification with state concerns despite Saakashvili’s patriotic drives.

The nation and the state are abstract concepts for the majority of Georgians, though they would never admit it. Personal networks are sources of protection, survival, and solidarity. During the war with secessionist Abkhazia in 1992–3, despite initial enthusiasm and some brave volunteers, the Georgian ‘army’ depended on personal loyalties to commanders and on the promise of plunder and profit more than it did on ideas of national service. The war with Abkhazia for most Georgians was just, but it was distant and confusing. Contrary to the arguments of Charles Tilly, war in the 1990s was not a national unifier or a stimulus to statehood;21 rather it led to disunion and civil war. The army, a focus of patriotic sentiment in most cultures, was derided in Georgia and lost its credibility.22 The new government, with its patriotic youth camps, parades, compulsory military reserves, and increased military budgets, has tried desperately to infuse national and military pride. It is succeeding. One poll at the end of October 2007 suggested 72 percent of the population trusted the army, second only to the church at 82 percent.23 The army’s reputation was up, but so was its expense (25 percent of the 2007 budget). Its poor performance in the Russo–Georgian war in August 2008 damaged the military as a model of national dynamism, but it remains the center of Saakashvili’s state-building project, and, in contrast to the 1990s, is becoming a symbol of national unity.

The other troubling issue for Georgian nation-building was the old Soviet ‘intelligentsia’. By the 1980s, the Georgian cultural intelligentsia was a highly privileged group that benefited from a vast array of subsidized film studios, theaters, newspapers, publishing houses, and universities. These structures, inspired by ideas of mass education and social egalitarianism, were maintained for the ‘producers of culture’ whose duty it was to bring art into life and legitimize Soviet rule. Authorized to ‘nationalize’ communism and to forestall the emergence of a dissident form of nationalism, these loyal artists promoted a message that centered on the cultural nation.24 They validated Georgians’ claims to cultural and political superiority, and prolonged Soviet Georgia’s legitimacy by connecting it to the glories of the Georgian past. In the 1970s and 1980s, overwhelmingly, television programs, newspaper articles, films, journals, and books dealt with the brilliance of the Georgian medieval period and the literary renaissance of the 1860s. Schools used the patriotic grammars and literary primers of lakob Gogebashvili (1840–1912) known as deda ena (Mother Tongue), first published in 1876. Georgian schools – and a glance at the lessons in Georgian language Soviet textbooks illustrates this – were the most patriotic purveyors of Georgia’s past radiance.25

Modern Georgians, like the Irish, tend to see history as an ‘ethical reality’ that embodies a moral struggle against oppressors and victimizers.26 This preoccupation with the past, accentuated by a Soviet system that politicized history and canonized progressive figures, led to a national self-image focused on genealogy, national resistance, victimization, and on a Golden Age of Georgian hegemony. Zurab Karamidze calls this Georgia’s ‘narcissistic nationalism’.27 It was a useful mechanism of Soviet control, a political tool for maintaining loyalty, though it ultimately subverted Soviet values. It had two serious consequences for post-Soviet Georgia. First, it led to mutually exclusive constructions of national pasts among Abkhazians, South Ossetians, and Georgians. Claims for territorial and cultural privileges made the creation of a multinational civic community (citizens of Georgia) difficult, worsened by economic collapse and resource competition in the 1980s and 1990s. Second, it created an authoritative national intelligentsia that was stunted by its own focus on the past, and poorly equipped to finish the process of nation-building in a democratic environment. The Georgian, Abkhazian, and South Ossetian intelligentsias, who for 50 years had been indifferent to the fantastic prospect of independence, were unprepared and, in the end, unable to rewire the state for the tasks of civic development in a modern world.

THE POST-SOVIET LEGACY

The impact of the Soviet past on independent Georgia’s economic and democratic development is only part of the story. Why did Georgia collapse into civil war in 1991, for example, and Ukraine did not? What explains the success of popular revolt in Georgia in November 2003 and not in Azerbaijan in October 2003? An important part of the explanation lies in regime policies, economic conditions, the ethnic and demographic contexts, relations with neighboring states, and what Philippe Schmitter and Guillermo O’Donnell term virtu and fortuna (the role of leaders and unexpected events).28 Georgia’s fortunes would have turned out differently, for example, if Zviad Gamsakhurdia had not alienated the opposition in the crucial early period of transition (1990–2).

The analytical framework that defines Georgian politics as an adjunct of the past or as historical ‘ethnotrauma’ is useful but inadequate.29 Each stage of Georgia’s ‘permanent revolution’ since the mid-1980s was deeply affected by leadership struggles, changing social relations under imported capitalism, a new international environment, and dramatic global forces. As the world changed, so did Georgia. Georgia’s domestic wars cannot be explained by a history of violent ethnic conflict that barely existed before the collapse of the USSR, and Georgia’s secessionist struggles that culminated in the August 2008 Russo–Georgian war, were as much to do with Russia’s post-imperialist ambitions as they were with non-Georgians’ historical grievances.

This historical approach has led to an image of nationalist folly in Georgia. Yet public opinion polls suggest nationalism in Georgia has rarely trumped issues of unemployment, crime, and corruption. In June 2005, an International Republican Institute (IRI) poll showed the top three problems for Georgia’s households were unemployment (45 percent); economic and financial problems (35 percent); and low incomes, salaries and pensions (13 percent). In the provinces, where three-fourths of the population lives, unemployment (38 percent), bad roads (32 percent), and electricity (16 percent) topped the bill.30 Blaming the Soviet system for everything that happened in Georgia after 1991 is convenient, but is a misdiagnosis that leads to an unrealistic faith in corrective legislation (such as wholesale privatization) and to the unjustified victimization of former Soviet professionals, many of whom are more efficient than their non-communist successors. Juliet Johnson suggests that ‘path contingency’ rather than ‘path dependency’ is a more balanced explanation of post-communist development, as it takes into account the multiple ways in which policy decisions interact with institutional legacies. Policy decisions, institutional legacies, and socioeconomic conditions have merged in Georgia in unpredictable ways.31 

DEMOCRACY AND THE NATION

The ‘national question’ in Georgia is commonly interpreted to mean Georgians’ relations with their national minorities. Rarely do we focus on the question of Georgian nationhood and its internal struggles.32 Yet the national conflicts in Abkhazia and South Ossetia are dependent on Georgians’ perception of their national selves, reflected by debates over values, citizenship, passports, and flags. Chapter 8 deals with Georgia’s national conflicts in detail, but at this stage I want to focus on the implications of Georgian national identity and nationalism for democratic development and state-building.

Let us begin with a provocative argument. Michael Mann and Fareed Zakaria have argued that democracy (and democratization) is the culprit behind nationalist excess. Mann links genocide to ‘the modern practice of vesting political legitimacy in ‘the people’.33 Certainly, ideas of majority rights, national sovereignty, and popular control provide the ideological framework in many post-imperial multinational states for national conflicts. Majorities and minorities are animated by rights, and the desire for power or protection. This was the pattern under Zviad Gamsakhurdia when democracy was untempered by economic stability or liberal traditions of minority protections.

Democracy not only affected intranational relations in Georgia, but also led to shocking revelations – for Georgians at least – about their own identity. By the early 1990s, after Gamsakhurdia’s bloody ouster, the ubiquitous phrase on everyone’s lips was ‘vina vart?’ – ‘who are we?’ The Georgian self-image of a united, patriotic, and tolerant nation, cultivated under colonial conditions, was challenged by a post-Soviet experience of coups, assassinations, and civil war. These provided devastating lessons on the excesses of national belonging. Internal divisions were a product of post-Soviet chaos and insecurity, but also reflected a deep cleft in Georgian national identity, exacerbated by the absence of a strong and unified anticolonial struggle. Nana Sumbadze has shown in her work that Georgians are quite polarized about governance, the meaning of democracy, citizenship, and attitudes toward Russia and the West.34 On the eve of independence, Georgia was what we might call an unfinished national community: the absence of common values, and missing national institutions, such as a Georgian army and sovereign parliament, contributed to the Georgian state’s inability to bring about a democratic order acceptable to all. Levan Berdzenishvili, a Republican MP, calls Georgia a ‘virtual nation’, one that in 1990 imagined itself heir to a glorious national past, which turned out to be a dangerous myth used to identify ‘enemies of the people’.35 In the USSR, Georgians were not permitted a national football team, but they dreamed of it. When the chance came, Georgians found they had missed out on the training: they had neither the team skills, nor the means, nor the leadership to build it.

Georgians in 1991 were confused as to what sort of nation they wanted – a traditional community based on romantic conceptions of ethnic solidarity, harmony, the family and historical longevity, or a heterogeneous and ‘secular’ nation ready to tolerate internal territorial allegiances and integration with a pluralized modern Europe. The tension between these two visions underlay Georgia’s civil war in 1991–3. A public realm has since emerged in Georgia where debate continues emotionally but nonviolently; newspapers and TV facilitate the exchange of ideas and political opinions. However, the process is temperamental, incomplete, and reversible. Almost every Georgian election has shown no agreement on the procedures that determine the legitimacy of a national government. The recent violent demonstrations on May 26th, 2011 showed that government and opposition are still polarized.

There are many hypotheses as to what the transition to democracy requires. Seymour Martin Lipset in his seminal 1959 article emphasized economic development; Samuel Huntington and Ronald Inglehart point to common cultural attributes; Fareed Zakaria and Russell Bova highlight the past experience of a liberal regime, even if it is a colonial one; Robert Putnam focuses on social capital and trust; and Adam Przeworski stresses increasing income equality.36 All agree that a successful democracy needs, at some level, shared political values and loyalties that underlie common rules of political engagement. Without dialogue and negotiation within certain accepted parameters, democracy will, as Hobsbawm puts it, remain ‘suspended’.37 In Georgia’s case, a history of political division, the prolonged absence of statehood, and a poorly developed civic community fragmented by private loyalties has led to a frail national community. Political nationalism focused on self-government, social justice, and independence may have forged a stronger sense of nationhood, and improved the chances for grassroots democracy, but it was not a significant element in Georgia’s nationalism. The focus of Georgian nationalism both before and after 1917 was not social justice (although it was present), but language, literature, folklore, and archeology. Nostalgia for this cultural past turned national history into a work of art, an illustration of Georgians’ aesthetic superiority.

After World War II, Georgia had no strong nationalist movement. Georgian nationalists seeking independence were crying in the desert until the late 1980s, and grassroots collective action to promote Georgian self-determination was rare.38 The Georgian nation resided in books, film, the medieval past, not in political structures or state traditions. Apolitical and reactionary, the pattern resembled those highlighted by Jeff Herbst in his work on state failure in sub-Saharan Africa. The lack of a historically strong anticolonial movement and weak state traditions crippled the state-building project.39 Only after Gorbachev's glasnost and democratization campaigns did organized parties with public manifestos seek mass support and begin the campaign for independence.

Georgian regional loyalties reflect the ‘unfinished’ nature of the Georgian national community. Regionalism and national identity in Georgia may be compatible, but regional identities played a significant role in Georgia’s civil war of 1992–3, with western Georgians, especially Mingrelians, strong supporters of ousted President Gamsakhurdia. Mingrelians were a crucial pillar of support for Georgia’s Rose Revolutionaries, too, bussed in from the western regions of the country during the critical November days of 2003. Georgia’s history, like that of Italy and Spain, is beset by regional struggles. United statehood in Georgia was the exception, not the rule. Following six centuries of division after the Mongol invasion in 1236, Georgian territorial unity reemerged in the nineteenth century as a result of Russian imperial rule. The Georgian regions of Samegrelo, Achara, and Svaneti have no separatist inclinations, but local political solidarities centered on ethno-regional identities reflect the continuing brittleness of Georgian national solidarity. There is still confusion over where Muslim Acharans, the Muslim Meskhetians (and Georgian Catholics for that matter) fit into the Georgian national community.

Rogers Brubaker, Victor Zaslavsky, and Terry Martin have all argued that the Soviet Union promoted nation-building in the Soviet republics.40 In Soviet Georgia, for example, the Georgian ‘nation’ strengthened itself socioeconomically, demographically, and culturally. Between 1926 and 1989, Georgians living in the republic doubled from 1.8 million to 3.8 million and their share of the total republican population increased to 70.1 percent, the highest figure since 1897.41 After Lithuania, Georgians had the highest residential concentration among Soviet nations with 95.1 percent living in Georgia. Outmigration for Georgians was extremely low. The Georgian economy was able to absorb all levels of skill into the republican labor force, dispensing with the need for non-native immigration. Georgians increased their urban representation throughout the Soviet period. In 1989, Georgians made up 62.1 percent of urban residents compared to 48 percent in 1926. They comprised 66.1 percent of Tbilisi’s population compared to 34.6 percent in 1922. In 1989, 98.2 percent of Georgians considered Georgian their native tongue.42 But contemporary Georgian struggles with nation-building suggest Soviet policies of urbanization, mass education, and quasi-federal institutions promoted a form of ‘ethnic particularism’, rather than a modern national community.43 A national community is a complicated organism involving the development of shared social values, norms, laws, and institutions. It involves the replacement of loyalties to region and kin with binding obligations to the nation and its ‘container’ state. Georgians’ continuing loyalties to their ‘group’ and ‘kin’ are features that challenge institutional solidarities at the state level and civic organizations at the community level. Most Georgians do not trust their fellow citizens; they trust their relatives and friends.

Soviet rule gave Georgians no sovereign institutions, no integrated national market, no laws reflecting the community’s customs and traditions, no national army or Georgian police force, no national educational system – in short, no national politics. Georgian Soviet structures were inadequate mechanisms for a modern national community; they were vertical, focused on Moscow, and undermined the formation of a horizontally linked community that could incorporate non-Georgian groups, and establish the rules of ‘citizenship’. The Soviet Union permitted what Gorbachev termed ‘the growth of national self-consciousness and the growth of a nation's natural interest in its historical roots’.44 These forms of cultural nationalism intensified national pride among Georgians, and cemented their vision on a romantic past. It delayed the complex task of building a national community with shared institutions and laws. In this manner, Soviet colonialism sabotaged the foundations of a modern, liberal national state in Georgia.

Soviet incubation of Georgian national myths was misinterpreted as a sign of Georgian national unity. The social and political bases for an effective Georgian national state seemed to be present – a highly educated population, a national political elite, quasi-state structures – but the identity crisis that followed independence showed that ‘cultural nationalism’ tied to romantic dreams of superiority and the fetishing of folkloric traditions retarded Georgians’ capacity for institution-building. The Georgian nation in 1991 was not a civic or political phenomenon, but a cultural one. The November 2007 mass demonstration against the government, the tangle of mock prison cells constructed by the opposition on Rustaveli Prospect in 2009 – implying Georgians were living in a police state – the inability of the opposition and government to talk to one another – all are signs of more than political polarization. Georgia is experiencing a cultural war: each side questions the national credentials of the other. President Saakashvili’s intense patriotic rhetoric is an attempt to overcome Georgians’ limited commitment to their fellow citizens, a new attempt at modern nationhood after the failure of 1991. Yet his rhetoric – in which he accuses the opposition of national betrayal – and the behavior of undisciplined riot police who, when dispersing the opposition, are not only defending the state, but their jobs too, illustrates the dangerous entanglement of loyalty and power.45 

POLITICAL CULTURE

Sulkhan Saba Orbeliani (1658–1725), Georgian lexicologist and diplomat, remarked that truth is like the back of your neck: you know where it is but you cannot see it.46 He might have been describing political culture: its influence is palpable but how do you disentangle it from other factors of political behavior. The uncertainty surrounding political culture – values, attitudes, and beliefs about the political system – is no worse than that of quantum mechanics, but the debates on its validity as an analytical tool continue. Most students agree that political systems are embedded, as Colin Gray put it, in a context of ‘socially transmitted ideas, attitudes, traditions, and habits of mind’, but the question remains how much this cultural context affects political behavior.47 And whose culture counts? To answer this, we need a systematic study of specific groups, institutions, public opinion, and political decision-making over an extended period.48 This book has other objectives. I will make only four tentative (even trite) propositions about political culture’s role in Georgia. First, no analysis of political behavior or policy-making in Georgia is sufficient without it. Second, there is a relationship between political culture, economic development, and successful democracy-building.49 Political values and norms, particularly during dynamic periods of change, have an impact on popular legitimacy, party systems, levels of participation, and political conflict. Third, Georgian political culture is in flux. Categorizing it as modern or traditional, materialist or post-materialist provides clues, but cannot account for the dynamic and complex mixing of values under the impact of a transformatory capitalism, which is shattering traditional social identities and remaking new ones based on residence, education, profession, and age. Fourth, polls that measure political values are fickle and always need scrutiny, especially in Georgia where methodology is weak and the results often politicized.50

Georgia’s recent record of ‘ethnic’ conflict has made ‘culture’ an easy explanation of Georgia’s problems. But Georgia’s political culture is not homogeneous. Approximately one-fifth of the population is non-Georgian, and there are important differences between urban and rural communities, intellectuals and workers, and between generations. Georgia’s ex-Soviet apparatchiki, in power for much of the 1990s, see the world differently than the Georgian worker from the provincial town of Zugdidi or the Armenian peasant from Akhalkalaki. Sociological research in 1995 and 1998 showed Georgian manual workers were the most pessimistic, apathetic, and authoritarian of all groups in Georgia. Entrepreneurs and students, by contrast, were more tolerant and optimistic.51 More recently, Nana Sumbadze has shown significant rural–urban differences on questions concerning the value of democracy, the defense of human rights, and evaluations of the rule of law. Rural and provincial city populations are more trusting of the authorities, and are far more likely to believe that democracy and equality before the law exist in Georgia. Tbilisi–provincial differences over the values of freedom of speech or the government’s right to suppress demonstrations are quite significant (16 percent more Tbilisi residents than provincial city-dwellers gave freedom of speech primary importance).52

Soviet communism, as Ken Jowitt noted, combined modern, traditional, and charismatic features.53 Despite over 70 years of massive social and economic transformation, the Soviet center never completed the conversion to a modern secularist state.54 Soviet republics by the 1970s were following their own versions of national-cultural communism. In Soviet Georgia, the twelfth-century king Davit Aghmashenebeli (David the Builder) and the nineteenth-century enlightener, Ilya Chavchavadze, substituted for Peter the Great and Pushkin as the nation’s links to a great past. In Georgia’s rural communities, the Soviet state remained a distant, even weak authority, threatening at times, but culturally alien. Rural life in the 1980s had changed little in its essentials since the 1880s, despite the horrors of collectivization and forced modernization. It remained patriarchal, superstitious, and dominated by familial authority. Although religion played a weaker role and gender equality was augmented, religious feast days, traditional funeral rites, dowries, and other Georgian customs remained central to Georgian rural life despite campaigns to eradicate them. Villagers, disconnected from the state – in many cases by language – relied on feudal-like patrons who had grown fat on the centrally directed Soviet system.55

The majority of urban dwellers were more ‘modern’ in terms of attitudes toward dress, divorce, and new technologies. They were in constant contact with Soviet state structures and benefited from its beneficence through trade unions, paid holidays, and consumer goods. Yet in the 1970s it was hard to find a Georgian worker, a taxi driver, or even party bureaucrat who was not profoundly attached to the idealized myths and symbols of Georgian history and tradition. The Soviet state’s attempt to introduce new secular traditions was a failure because the state had so emphatically idealized pre-Soviet Georgian values. Ninth graders in their textbooks imbibed Alexandre Chavchavadze’s, ‘Oh, the Times, the Times’ (‘vai, droni, droni’), a poem about Georgia’s lost glories, and ‘To the Georgian Mother’ (‘kartvels dedas’), Ilya Chavchavadze’s paean to Georgian patriotism.56

Georgians’ traditional songs, proverbs, folk tales, poetry, and feasts sustain Georgian values. This was the stuff of the Georgian nation, the conduit for emotionally charged dedications to fallen heroes, idealized ancestors, and place. The keipi, or Georgian feast, that celebrates rites of passage – birth, marriage, remembrance of the dead (kelekhi) – is a ritual that affirms Georgian family values and cements informal networks which bypass the state. The keipi in Soviet times became an antimodern celebration of private Georgian values over public Soviet values. Emzar Jgerenaia claims it embodied Georgian oral traditions against the written and recorded culture of the Soviet state. Levan Bregvadze connects the keipi directly to imperial occupation – suggesting the institution was transformed after Russian occupation in the nineteenth century into an occasion for national self-expression and group solidarity.57

The intriguing question is what impact these cultural traditions have on political life. How do imported ideas of democracy and modern European notions of the state interact with Georgians’ traditional political values and beliefs? What strikes an observer of Georgian politics is its drama: brawls in parliament, insults during TV debates (Georgian TV for a while put politicians in separate studios), dramatic accusations of betrayal, public demonstrations and hunger strikes to the death, assassinations, and politicians’ mysterious flights abroad. It is a theatrical world of tragedy and dark double-crossings. There is a clownishness in Georgian politics, but a rawness too. Ronald Inglehart, Robert Putnam, and others have correlated trust between individuals and communities with the effective workings of democracy.58 A generalized distrust of others induced by the Soviet experience, and illustrated by countless public opinion surveys in Georgia since independence, combine with emotional public displays to make compromise and cooperation between political parties and factions, or between national communities, precarious.59 The absence of a mutually accepted normative framework of political competition has led to violent splits and confrontation. United parties are hard to maintain. It was a feature that made a unified Georgian national movement against Soviet power so difficult in the 1980s and which led in the 1990s to a depressing pattern of walk-outs, expulsions, fistfights, and boycotts in parliament.

Loyalty toward family, kin, and friends are matters of honor. Shota Rustaveli’s twelfth-century Georgian epic, Knight in a Panther Skin, with its chivalric values of bravery and duty, is seen by many Georgians as a model for contemporary behavior.60 Fulfillment of one’s obligations to family and friends determines a vazhkatsi (a worthy man); a lapse, on the other hand, will lead to a break in personal relations and possibly social ostracism. Paul Sacks’ comment on the Irish recalls Georgian attitudes:


An Irishman sees his world around him as a vast network of personal relations. It is through this network and those of others, that he knows much about the world…He perceives persons not primarily in their formal roles, as bureaucrats, lawyers, company directors, but in the first place as friends, friends of friends, relations of friends: persons who owe him or a close connection of his some favor…61


This is what we might call ‘anti-social capital’. Such networks do not stimulate social interaction across society between individuals, or build collaboration and trust. Guram Svanidze, a Georgian sociologist, argues that in Georgia, individuals are anchored in groups based on work, school, region, town, or kin.62 When two Georgians meet, he notes, the first question they ask is ‘What is your last name?’, frequently followed by ‘Where are you from?’ Your hometown, region, neighborhood, village, or your circle of friends locates you in a group. In Georgia, this is crucial to advancement and privilege. Such groups and memberships often work against meritocratic values, collaboration (‘bridging social-capital’), and the rule of law. Group identities have multiple impacts on the quality of public officials and the effectiveness of state institutions. In the 2000 Lifestyle Georgia Survey, 64 percent of Georgians admitted to finding their jobs through acquaintances and only 2 percent through an examination.63 A 2011 study by the Caucasus Research Resource Centers (CRRC) suggests the low level of cooperation among Georgia’s farmers in cooperatives, or among parents in the new Parent–Teacher Boards, is also due to a culture of ‘anti-social capital’.64

Corrupt Soviet and post-Soviet institutions strengthened the extended family’s function as protector and promoter of its members. In 1989, only 3.4 percent of Georgia’s population lived apart from their families, when the Soviet average was 11 percent.65 A 2008 survey suggests that nuclear families make up only 5.9 percent of all families, compared to 39.4 percent two-generation and 51 percent three-generation families.66 In the late Soviet period, officials disappeared from work to attend their children’s university examinations or a distant relative’s funeral. Opinion surveys under Shevardnadze showed dismal loyalty to public institutions. In the 2000 Lifestyle Georgia Survey, 53 percent of the population ‘somewhat’ or fully distrusted parliament; 53 percent the courts, and 62.8 percent the armed forces and security services. By 2007, things had changed for the better, but 43 percent of respondents still somewhat or fully distrusted parliament, and 42 percent the courts.67 Highest trust is reserved for the church. In annual surveys by the International Republican Institute (IRI), the church received 80 percent favorable ratings in May 2003, 87.3 percent in 2006, and in 93 percent in 2009.68 Yet Georgian adults today have little faith in the efficacy of public activity. In 2006, an Institute for Policy Studies (IPS) survey found 77 percent of respondents believed no lay citizen could influence political decisions.69 Conspiracy theories, generated by opaque institutions, government secrecy, and rumor, pervade all levels of Georgian society, and add to a general sense of helplessness.

When the state itself is seen as untrustworthy, legality and moral norms lose their firmness. Working in the black market was a feature of Soviet life. In 1999, it was estimated that 52 percent of the Georgian population still worked in the informal sector, mostly on a small scale, and mostly as casual labor.70 This has not changed significantly under Saakashvili as the demand (for a decent wage) is still not met by supply (adequate salaries). There is little sense among the public that these illegal activities in the informal economy are unethical or undermine the state’s effectiveness. Family ties or friends and acquaintances (natsnoboba) remain the major mechanism for gaining employment. This is a barrier to social mobility for the unconnected, which disproportionately affects rural non-Georgians. It also creates resentment among the long-term employed and unconnected youth.

Distrust of the state has led to a reliance on patrons – in the economy, the civil service, and political parties – and on charisma as a source of political power. Most Georgians identify with and trust strong leaders (this is reflected by the nostalgia for Georgia’s powerful monarchs, David the Builder and Queen Tamara), not parties or institutions. The 2009 IRI survey showed 55 percent of respondents vote according to the leader, and 23 percent according to the party.71 Parties have not developed social constituencies or relationships with organized interest groups and rely on the power, influence, and financial resources of leaders. Douglas North suggests this pattern hinders both political stability and economic development.72 A 2006 survey illustrates how a culture based on personalities may support his hypothesis: 63.5 percent of Georgians thought a strong leader ‘unimpeded by parliament or elections’ was a ‘good’ or ‘quite a good’ idea.73 In the economy, powerful patrons sustain a psychology of rent and monopoly seeking, and in foreign policy, an exaggerated emphasis on the Putin personality factor undermines proper analysis and distorts problem solving. All this contributes to what Larry Diamond has described as an ‘institutional hollowness of democracy’ in transitional states.74

Finally there is the question of national identity and its impact on state- and democracy-building. Cultural imaginings about national exclusivity were the early (and disastrous) building blocks of Georgian nationhood, and emphases on Georgians’ historical precedence in the region, essentially unchallenged in the Soviet period, narrowed policy choices on territorial state design in the post-Soviet period. Georgians have a strong sense of ‘ethnic’ belonging – the belief that one’s Georgianness is determined by descent. This is constantly reiterated in Georgian literature, journalism, at the dinner table, in the kindergarten, in parliament, and on TV. In the Gamsakhurdia era, interethnic relations reached a nadir in part as a result of state glorification of Georgianness. A decade later, on the eve of the Rose Revolution, widespread gossip about Zurab Zhvania, a reformist politician who had Jewish and Armenian ancestry, showed the continuing political traction of such issues (in 2011, Saakashvili was accused of being Armenian by Robert Sturua, a hostile Georgian theater director).75 Despite a liberal citizenship law based on residence, there was some public support in the late 1990s for the retention of nationality in official documents, including Georgian internal passports. Guram Sharadze, a popular voice in Georgia and leader of the Georgia First movement, backed by the Georgian Writers’ Union, described the removal of ethnic markers from public documents as a ‘test-ground for cosmopolitanism’.76 A panel survey in 2002 showed that 61.2 percent of respondents believed ethnic Georgians should have priority for government jobs, and 67.4 percent believed nonresident Georgians had more rights to land than ethnically non-Georgian citizens.77 This emphasis on ethnic preference is shared by Abkhazians and South Ossetians in their own unofficially recognized states. In a 2006 survey, 28.5 percent of Georgians did not trust Armenians and 26.5 percent distrusted Azerbaijanis, yet intolerance for other national groups in both urban and especially rural areas is remarkably absent. Georgians have a stronger intolerance toward homosexuals, drug addicts, and religious sects.78

Georgians’ exclusive view of nationality is often accompanied by a strong identification with the national church. Georgia has traditionally been a tolerant multi-confessional state, but Georgians’ demonstrative loyalty to a national church that fiercely rejects ecumenism and ‘foreign sects’ such as Pentecostals and Jehovah’s Witnesses, and declares that Georgianness and Christianity are inseparable, has important consequences for the state and its relations with national minorities, including Muslim Georgians. For most Georgians, religion is a cultural emblem rather than a metaphysical experience, but the merger of religion, nation, and state since independence – symbolized by the new flag of five crosses adopted in 2004 – reinforces barriers to minority integration.79 In a 2006 survey, 66.2 percent of Georgians remarked that they would not give other religious groups equal rights with the Georgian church. The majority would not grant Jehovah’s Witnesses and Pentecostals the right to conduct religious services.80 This defense of the Georgian church is often accompanied by hostile attitudes toward the ‘West’. Under Gamsakhurdia, the slogan was ‘Down with Bush! Down with Communism!’; under Shevardnadze, it was a call for the expulsion of the Soros Foundation; today, Labor Party leader Shalva Natelashvili condemns Saakashviili for drinking ‘from the [Atlantic] Ocean’; that is, receiving a Western education and undermining Georgian national-religious values.

Many Georgian attitudes are consistent with what Ronald Inglehart in his work has described as ‘survival’ or ‘materialistic’ values. These focus on economic issues such as the fight against rising prices and the maintenance of order. Post-materialist values, on the other hand, focus on self-expression and are characterized by the protection of civil rights and support of public involvement in government decisions. They are prevalent in richer and more stable democracies.81 Survival values are characteristic of traditional societies that have low interpersonal trust (outside family and close friends), low income levels, and high deference to authority, a fair characterization of Georgia. A 2003 panel survey, which used Inglehart’s value scale, concluded 54 percent of Georgian citizens chose a mix of materialist and post-materialist values; 43 percent chose materialist values (order over personal freedom); and only 3 percent chose exclusively post-materialist values.82 Societies with a preponderance of materialist values, according to Inglehart, are statistically less likely to create stable democracies. Yet many stable democracies, richer than Georgia, such as Ireland, Spain, and Japan, maintain democratic structures alongside extensive traditional networks based on personal loyalties. Georgians emphasize their allegiance to personal networks in the majority of surveys, but they also show a commitment to perceived democratic values. In a 2009 survey, over 70 percent of the respondents expressed their preference for a political system with public freedom, equal political and civil rights, accountability and transparency.83 Historically, Georgians’ identification with Europe makes democracy, though not thoroughly understood, a desirable good.

 President Saakashvili, like his constituents, values both order and democratic rights. An educated pro-Western disciplinarian, he would feel comfortable in US Tea Party circles. Yet alongside the promotion of military–patriotic values and tough policies on crime, he advocates programs of civic integration and decentralization more liberal than national minority policies in many European countries. He urges religious tolerance but is uncritical of a national church that promotes religious division. These paradoxes reflect what many Georgians, squeezed between materialist and post-materialist values, share. Saakashvili, like his compatriots, is circulating somewhere between modernism and tradition, supporting European institution-building along with a persistent reliance on exclusive loyalty-based networks that undermine institutional effectiveness. He is democratic and illiberal.

CONCLUSION

Georgian society is undergoing a metamorphosis. The mix of traditional and modern is uneven; values favorable to democracy, such as equality before the law and the right to demonstrate, exist side by side with intolerant attitudes toward marginal groups like homosexuals and religious minorities. There has been progress in institutional development and the practice of civic politics, but, as we shall see in the rest of the book, the process is slow and the obstacles to a working democratic multinational state are psychological and cultural as well as financial and institutional. Three factors – the tension between traditional values and the working norms of modern institutions (the problem of ‘congruence’), the low level of interpersonal trust (only 18 percent of Georgians in 2008 considered most of their fellow citizens trustworthy), and an exclusionary Georgian cultural nationalism – undermined the creation of an inclusive national community and a legitimate national state.84 Modern public life, characterized by a professional bureaucracy, authoritative public institutions, effective parties, responsive law-makers, and a sense of citizen efficacy, remains an aspiration for Georgians.


2

Prelude to Revolution




For decades the USSR placated its colonized elites through cooptation and advancement. The USSR pursued a policy of assimilation and affirmative action, and despite earlier Stalinist brutalities, was surprisingly successful in preserving a stable multinational empire. Soviet governments in Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Georgia and elsewhere were united by a state, which, as Yuri Slezkine put it, allocated them separate rooms in a communal apartment.1 But the tenants dealt with the landlord in clever and varied ways. The ‘design’ of the rooms, ‘landlord-tenant relations’, the nature of the neighborhood, and the psychology of the local bosses – all contributed to wide differences among rising national movements in the 1980s. In Georgia, for example, the small number of Russian residents and the Soviet administrative design for Georgia, which included two autonomous republics and an autonomous region, had a decisive impact on the course of the Georgian revolution after independence.

In 1991, as in 1918, independence was thrust upon the Georgians. It took them by surprise. It was not gained after a prolonged national struggle against Moscow, but by the disintegration of power at the center. The national movement in late twentieth-century Georgia was not comparable to Solidarity or to Lithuania’s powerful underground network. Georgian nationalism was never a mass political movement and did not create underground organizations that later emerged as popular fronts or as a united national movement. Popular fronts were crucial to the non-violent and negotiated transitions that occurred in Eastern Europe and the Baltics, but in Georgia, the Popular Front was an afterthought and never gained legitimacy as a national organization. Georgia’s national movement before perestroika was dominated by issues of ‘culture’ – language, the interpretation of history, the preservation of Georgian monuments – led by public intellectuals. The most significant protests in Georgia in the post-war Soviet period were for the preservation of the Stalin cult in 1956 (Stalin was born in the small Georgian town of Gori), and the defense of Georgian language in 1978.2 The self-appointed role of historians, playwrights, film directors and philosophers, and crude understandings of majority rights and ethnic privilege, led to a period of ‘moral politics’ in Georgia in the late 1980s. Emotion, drama, and theatrical symbolism crowded out pragmatism, dialogue and cooperation. 

Seventy years of Soviet modernization including mass education, literacy, and economic development, disguised a weak Georgian national community. Below the surface of Georgian unity, which inspired Western politicians seeking fissures in Soviet totalitarianism, was a socially divided and ethnically fragmented society. Dominated by an over indulged Georgian cultural elite unaccustomed to the responsibilities and exercise of power, Georgian society hurtled toward independence like Gogol’s fabled troika. The absence of an organized grass roots national movement, and traditional dependence on powerful patrons and personalities, contributed to a volatile cluster of intellectuals and youthful activists, ‘guardians’ of the revolution unencumbered by public opinion or the needs of coalition-building. It was politics of fury and self-aggrandizement, but disconnected from the population and its concerns. For Georgian activists, independence was, as Tedo Japaridze put it, ‘a state of mind’.3 As the dream of independence blossomed, the imaginings of the national movement overwhelmed the alienated or the skeptical. The Georgians’ new philosophy of majority rights clashed with the claims of minority communities, and this choked Georgian democracy in its cradle. 

The Georgian national liberation movement went through a number of stages. It began in the 1980s, like the Irish and American revolutions, as a moderate ‘constitutional’ movement for independence. Former colonial elites and their scions, members of the Georgian party organization and fellow travelers, took charge. Their goals were limited and disagreements on tactics led to explosive conflicts with more radical representatives. The revolution degenerated into violence, warring against itself.4 As the revolution spilled into the streets, long concealed social and cultural divisions in Georgian society emerged, and destroyed the anticipated transition to a tolerant and democratic republic. On the eve of August 1991, calls for independence drowned out all others, but Georgia’s revolution was more than just ‘national’. Social fissures, regional differences, and resentments against the privileged simmered below the surface. Class politics in Georgia, as in most of the newly liberated Soviet republics, was barely visible in the prelude to revolution, but demands for land, decent wages, and popular anger against bosses, ‘mafias’, and corrupt politicians, were important strands of the national liberation struggle.

ON THE EVE

In the last decades of Soviet power, Georgia possessed significant amounts of what Robert Putnam calls ‘human capital’. In 1987–8, 16.3 per 1000 of the republic’s population were studying in 19 higher education institutions and 159 per 1000 of the population had higher or incomplete higher education. In the capital of Tbilisi, 24.9 percent – one quarter of the population – had higher education. Between 1970 and 1989, the number of scientists and research scholars increased by 50 percent. The educational establishment included 131 scientific institutions, the majority of which were part of the prestigious Georgian Academy of Sciences. Between 1970 and 1989, the urban population increased from 47.8 percent to 55.8 percent with the capital of Tbilisi making up approximately 48 percent of the total. The population was youthful with almost one third under 19 in 1989; one quarter of the employed population was engaged in white collar work.5 These are impressive figures, characteristic of a dynamic society. Yet this urban, educated and youthful population presented a problem: the economy was in decline in Georgia, as elsewhere in the USSR, and good jobs were hard to obtain. There was a surfeit of architects, engineers, musicians and artists and growing symptoms of social and economic malaise, including shortages, rations, cynicism toward the official ideology, a resurgence of interest in the church, and rises in delinquency and drug use which filled Georgian newspapers and TV screens. All was not well.

As growth and consumption faltered, the Soviet imperial model of assimilation and limited self rule lost its attraction. The USSR began losing its economic and military race with the West. At home, Moscow’s decisions were sabotaged by local elites. Shevardnadze was made first secretary of the Georgian party organization in 1972 to reverse this trend. Caroline Humphrey, in her work on the USSR describes the subversive growth of institutional networks and semi-official economies in the 1980s and 1990s – what she calls ‘suzerainties’ – that undermined the economic and political power of the center.6 In Georgia, local elites promoted their own interests through official institutions such as universities, factories, and cooperatives, redirecting goods, hiring friends, and awarding unearned diplomas.7 The Georgian state-subsidized ‘culture clerks’ – in film, literature, and theatre – used the hidden message, the metaphor or other Aesopian strategies to subvert Soviet design.8 More overt resistance was expressed by dissenters such as the Georgian Helsinki group, created in 1975 after the signing of the Helsinki Accords, by the student movement which in 1978 defended the Georgian language from a proposed downgrade of its official status, and by a small number of underground activists who in 1983 publicly protested the bicentennial of the Russo-Georgian Georgievsk Treaty signed in 1783. Moscow tried to retain control through censorship, imprisonment, and purges, but its options were limited by diminishing political will and increasing corruption in the chain of command. Gorbachev tried to reassert Soviet control through economic restructuring, reorganization of the Communist party, and transformation of the international environment.

Gorbachev’s reforms, as it turned out, undermined the entire political system, including its imperial supports. In the republics, perestroika stimulated a dual protest – against communism at home and colonialism in Moscow. The pace, direction and issues of the republican revolutions varied dramatically. In Georgia, the first stage of the revolution in the mid-1980s, was dominated by a battle between two rival concepts of nationalism; the elite mediated ‘official nationalism’ of the Georgian party organization, and the populist nationalism of the streets. A turning point in this conflict was April 9th, 1989 when a brutal repression of Georgian demonstrators destroyed the Communist party’s credentials and strengthened calls for independence. It marked the end, as Huntington puts it, of transition through ‘transformation’ – when ruling elites take the lead in democratization – to transition through ‘transplacement’, when the opposition partners with the weakened authorities to introduce major reforms. The final stage is ‘replacement’, when the authorities can no longer govern and the opposition seizes the reins of power.9

After April 1989, opposition demands for economic sovereignty, self government and cultural rights, were replaced by clamors for political independence, the expulsion of Soviet troops, and free elections. Control of the debate shifted to the new parties, launched by former dissidents Merab Kostava, Zviad Gamsakhurdia, Zurab Chavchavadze and Gia Chanturia, who led the assault on Soviet power. After April 9th, emboldened by collapsing party authority, Georgians joined in endless demonstrations, signed countless petitions, and activists declared repeated hunger strikes in support of their demands. The street was a Rabelaisian carnival, populated by the crimson flags of the Georgian Democratic Republic (1918–21), by black robed priests, by anti-Soviet slogans strung between the pillars of Government House (the home of the Council of Ministers on Rustaveli Prospect), and speeches on makeshift podiums calling for ‘real’ democracy.10 But it was still a time of dialogue rather than rupture. Intense round table negotiations between the opposition and Georgian party leaders led to new elections that brought Zviad Gamasakhurdia and the Round Table–Free Georgia Bloc to power in October 1990. From then on, Georgia’s revolutionary saga moved to the third stage of ‘replacement’. But like some Shakespearian tragedy, the euphoria of victory beetled toward its tragic conclusion – to a fourth, post-revolutionary stage of radical disenchantment that led to the destruction of the country’s first popularly elected President.

REVOLUTIONARY BEGINNINGS

In July 1985, Eduard Shevardnadze, who had experimented with limited market reform at home (the Abasha and Poti experiments), attracted Gorbachev’s attention and was called to Moscow to serve as foreign minister. Deeply unpopular at home following the execution of four young Georgian airplane hijackers in 1984 after a botched attempt to flee the USSR, Georgians were not sorry to see Shevardnadze go. The more conservative ranks in the Soviet Politburo engineered the appointment of Jumber Patiashvili as the new Georgian party first secretary, an experienced but unimaginative apparatchik who began his tenure with an intensified anticorruption campaign. He continued Shevardnadze’s struggle against religion, and cracked down on ‘parasitism’, ‘speculators’, and ‘antisocial elements’. As late as February 1989, he arrested opposition leaders protesting the Soviet invasion of Georgia in 1921. He resisted dialogue as long as possible with the new ‘informal groups’ that emerged under glasnost. At the same time, responding to public pressures, he introduced a new law in 1988 which affirmed citizens’ rights to free discussion of government bills, and he backed popular resistance to proposed constitutional changes by Gorbachev in 1988, which restricted Georgia’s constitutional guarantee to secession.11 Yet compared to Shevardnadze, who in a more unfavorable climate had expanded the limits of political and economic experimentation and made Georgian press and film one of the most interesting in the Union, Patiashvili was a conservative who failed to adapt quickly to the changing mood.12

Patiashvili’s most significant political challenge – apart from internal intrigue from party rival Soliko Khabeishvili – came in the summer of 1987. Given Georgians’ romantic relationship to their landscape, it was no surprise that the culprits were environmentalists. Environmental romanticism was a long-standing tradition in Georgia.13 From the 1970s on, Georgian dissidents publicized threats to national monuments such as the conversion of the thirteenth-century Metekhi church in Tbilisi to a youth theatre, or Gamsakhurdia’s noisy campaign for the closure of a Soviet army firing range near the sixth-century Davit Gareji monastery complex.14 But it was the Caucasian Mountain Railway, labeled the ‘construction of the century’, and originally approved by the Soviet Politburo in May 1984, that galvanized Georgian activists. The railway would be the most direct link between Moscow and Georgia, crossing the Greater Caucasian Range through 11 tunnels, 15 galleries and 85 bridges. Like the Siberian river diversion project that was to feed Central Asia’s cotton fields – it was one of the last grand projects of the Soviet era. A six-month campaign by Georgian intellectuals, including the Society for the Defense of Historical, Cultural and Natural Monuments, the Ecological Association of the Rustaveli Society (which later developed into the Greens movement), and the first unofficial environmental group, the Caucasian Club, forced the Georgian Communist party to postpone its construction. Patiashvili anathematized its opponents as ‘enemies of the people’.15 Designed to develop the south Caucasian economies and improve Russian military access to the region, the Georgian opposition claimed the railway would irreparably damage the mountain environment, accelerate the depopulation of mountain communities, and pollute water supplies to Tbilisi. Privately, the concern was that the railway would increase Russian labor migration to Georgia.16

After the campaign’s success, environmental movements mushroomed. The proposed Khudoni hydroelectric power station in Svaneti, the construction of a gas pipeline in Aragvi gorge, and the logging of forests, were all challenged. The Georgian Greens led by a young biologist – future prime minister Zurab Zhvania – were officially founded in May 1989, and the first Earth Day was celebrated on April 22nd, 1990. To Georgians, the environmental campaigns against hydroelectric dams, firing-ranges, and pollution of the water supply were as much about history, demographic integrity, and the presence of ‘foreign’ troops as they were about clean air or pristine forests. The first congress of the Georgian Greens in December 1989, concluded, logically, that the only chance of an improved environment was linked to Georgia’s genuine political and economic sovereignty.17

The defeat of the Caucasian Mountain Railway project was a crack in the door through which Georgian nationalists pushed excitedly. In the fall of 1988, a semi-official press club was formed at Tbilisi State University to provide an ‘independent’ student voice and in October, seven former political prisoners including Zurab Chavchavadze and Merab Kostava – the latter had returned from 10 years in camp and exile in April 1987 – established the ‘Ilya Chavchavadze Society’, an ‘informal’ organization and the first legal political challenge to the Communist party’s political monopoly.18 In 1988, there were thirty eight meetings and demonstrations, only four of which were officially permitted.19 The defiance of both the Armenian and Azerbaijani Communist parties to Moscow (which led to the tragic outbreak of war in Nagorno-Karabagh in February 1988), the protests in Eastern Europe, and the spectacular 19th Communist party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) party conference in June 1988 – a psychological thriller that showed real politics was possible – gave Georgia’s mass meetings a spine-tingling edge. Celebrating independence day (May 26th), or mock funerals commemorating the fall of Georgia to the Red Army (February 25th, 1921) transformed Soviet subjects into embryonic Georgian citizens. Major cities joined in and the Georgian party organization began receiving alarming reports on the breakdown of supplies, and on disarray among local and regional party organizations unable to control the cacophony of voices challenging their monopoly. At a January 1988 meeting of the Presidium of the Georgian Supreme Soviet, delegate Liparteliani reported that in Lentekhi district ‘the new economic methods and forms are slowly disintegrating’.20

More troubling, in May 1988, students protested the ‘illegal’ acquisition of land by Azerbaijanis in Telavi and Gardabani districts; there were public conflicts over the identity of national monuments with Armenia, and in October 1988, a mass meeting was organized by the ‘informals’ to protest the alleged rape of a Georgian girl by an Azerbaijani villager. Under the tutelage of former human rights activists, Georgian nationalism drew on themes of victimization and demographic decline. The Georgian party organization tried appeasement. In March 1988, the Presidium of the Georgian Supreme Soviet permitted limited public demonstrations; in September, the Tbilisi city council allowed public meetings at the Hippodrome; and on November 19th, the Georgian Supreme Soviet rejected Gorbachev’s proposed constitutional changes. That same month, the party sanctioned the creation of the Rustaveli Society, a moderate – some would say conformist – organization of intellectuals designed to counter the influence of the ‘informals’.21 But the party was unable to prevent the election of the patriotic poet, Mukhran Machavariani, to the Chairmanship of the Georgian Writers’ Union.22

The party took refuge in patriotism. In November 1988, it published the ‘State Program of the Georgian Language’ which set out a timetable for the Georgianization of state and cultural institutions.23 In January 1989, it created a commission to rehabilitate those purged in the 1930s and 1940s, and in February 1989, it published two more programs on the defense of historical monuments and the promotion of Georgian history.24 The party press discussed previously taboo subjects such as the Red Army invasion of independent Georgia in 1921, a Georgian anti-Bolshevik nationalist revolt in 1924, corruption in the 1960s, and the problems of prostitution, crime and drugs. These tactics promoted a division in Tbilisi between moderate intellectuals satisfied with incremental gains, and radical dissidents mobilizing angry crowds on the city streets. In the end, the party lost control of even the more moderate groups. The Rustaveli Society, the party’s own creation, elected Akaki Bakradze as chairman, a long-standing critic of the Soviet regime, who replaced the docile party poet Irakli Abashidze. Bakradze called for independence, pluralism, the private ownership of land, and independent parties.25 Foolish attacks on public meetings by the police, and the manipulation of the republic’s elections in March 1989 for the Congress of People's Deputies, discredited the party. Sixty percent of the districts fielded only one candidate – including Patiashvili’s own district – and resulted in sixty-one party candidates to ten non-party. Districts boasted the familiar 99.5 percent turnout. The elections, despite the introduction of limited competition, showed the party-state was still in control.26 But within a month, the party’s victory was followed by a tragedy that irrevocably ended communism in Georgia.

APRIL 9TH

At 4 a.m. on April 9th, everything changed in Soviet and Georgian politics. The tenuous bond that tied Georgia’s intellectuals to perestroika, and Georgia to Russia, snapped. It was a deadly reminder to all perestroika’s activists and supporters that the USSR was a police state. Gorbachev’s revolution was steeped in blood and covered in moral disgrace from which it never recovered. That morning, Georgian Patriarch, Ilya II, addressed thousands of excited young demonstrators holding candles in front of Government House on Rustaveli Prospect. He warned gravely of imminent violence and begged them to disperse. The demonstrators, surrounded by flags, images of Ilya Chavchavadze and St. George, the patron saint of Georgia, and with slogans demanding an end to the Soviet occupation pasted on the pillars of the neo-classical Stalinist construction behind them, howled their refusal. Within minutes, as the last orator announced that this ‘was the beginning of a new dawn’ and ‘the greatest moment in our country’s history’, the rumble of tanks and Armoured Personnel Carriers (APCs) from Lenin square and from Dzerzhinsky street could be heard over the singing of the demonstrators.27 Rustaveli Prospect was closed by army units and elite troops from the Soviet Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD) (specifically, the rapid deployment Dzerzhinsky Division, commanded by General Lebed). Skimpy barricades were crushed under tank treads, and soldiers, armed with sharpened trench spades, clubs and aerosols containing CS gas, waded into the demonstrators, forming a tight circle around the young hunger-strikers. The Soviet soldiers left 19 dead, 16 of them women, and 427 injured.

April 9th was a watershed in the Georgian revolution, a symbol, like Bloody Monday in Hungary in 1956, of a clash between an oppressive empire and national martyrs. The tragedy began after thirty thousand Abkhazians (one third of the total Abkhazian population) gathered in Lykhny, Gudauta district, on March 18th, 1989 demanding the restoration of Abkhazia’s union republican status (i.e. separation from Georgia). Publication of the ‘Lykhny Address’ and some Georgian-Abkhazian clashes, led to fierce reaction in Georgia including purges of the Abkhazian party leadership.28 On April 4th, protesting Georgian students occupied the broad steps of Government House, brought out their sleeping bags and declared a hunger strike. The demonstration attracted radical leaders Zviad Gamsakhurdia and Gia Chanturia, who transformed the demonstration into a demand for Georgian independence, the abolition of Abkhazian autonomy, and the introduction of NATO troops into Georgia. The Abkhazian issue became a sideline as Georgians poured in from the regions, and demonstrations sprang up throughout the city. In some cases, non-Georgians, such as local Armenians, joined in. Georgian activists, such as those in the Ilya Chavchavadze Society, called for Georgian-Abkhazian solidarity and argued the Soviet government was fanning the flames of ethnic enmity to weaken the national movement. 

On April 7th, Patiashvili sent a telegram to Moscow blaming ‘extremist elements’ for ‘creating disorder, blackening the name of the party and state institutions’, and called for ‘extraordinary measures’.29 The Politburo met on the 8th, chaired by Yegor Ligachev. Gorbachev and Shevardnadze, who had arrived from London on the evening of the 7th, did not attend. Gorbachev claims he remained ignorant of the Politburo’s order to Colonel-General Igor Rodionov, the commander of the Transcaucasian Military District, and to Konstantin Kochetov, the USSR first deputy minister of defense, to supervise the dispersal of the demonstrators. Rodionov was given overall command. Patiashvili, crucially, ignored calls for dialogue at a party aktiv meeting on the 8th. There were insistent demands for meetings between the two sides, including from within the Georgian party, but Patiashvili’s timidity, the opposition’s subbornness, the demonstrators excitement, and the Soviet army’s brutality led to the awful tragedy that followed. Patiashvili rejected a suggestion from Moscow that Shevardnadze and Georgi Razumovsky (then in charge of party personnel) come to Tbilisi, an action which might have saved the day. The Georgian Defense Council met on the 8th, attended by Rodionov and Kochetov, but there are no written records of this meeting. Half an hour before the troops moved in, an anxious Patiashvili phoned Rodionov and was assured there would be no casualties.

The Physicians for Human Rights (PHR) concluded that high concentrations of a chloropicrin-based gas caused many of the deaths.30 A Georgian Supreme Soviet Investigating Commission declared the use of force was illegal, and that General Yazov, minister of defense, KGB chief Victor Chebrikov and Yegor Ligachev, the Secretary of Agriculture, as well as the Georgian leaders, were responsible. The operation, the commission concluded, was ‘punitive’ as alternative measures were available. It blamed the tragedy on the totalitarian system, condemned lawlessness in the Soviet state, and called the military curfew from 9–14 April a ‘de facto occupation’. It demanded the prosecution of the ‘indirect initiators’ of the operation.31 The investigations – others included a Congress of People’s Deputies Commission led by Leningrad representative Anatoly Sobchak, and a Soviet Military Prosecutor’s report – left many questions unanswered.32 No mention was made of Gorbachev's role, and it is still not clear who knew of the decision to use force. No one was prosecuted. The lack of action by the center, the vocal support at the Congress of People's Deputies for Rodionov, stories on the hazing of Georgian soldiers in the Soviet Army, and the continuing distortions of Georgian events by the central and Soviet military press (in particular Krasnaia Zvezda and Leninskoe Znamia) led to growing anti-Russian feeling in Georgia.33

The killings brought the ‘informals’ to center stage, and generated mass sentiment for independence. Until April 9th, journalist Tariel Chanturia wrote:

the Georgian people lived with the illusion that they had created a real independent, free and sovereign republic…but the illusions have been destroyed. Just as in 1956 when tanks trampled underfoot the so-called Khrushchevian ‘thaw’ in Budapest’s streets, so in the Georgian capital’s suffering streets, perestroika was crushed underfoot by tanks and armored vehicles, loaded with killers.34

The Georgian Investigating Commission characterized the event as ‘a catastrophe of the official ideology’.35 The slaughter led to mass hysteria as pictures of the dead were erected in the streets and paraded in candlelight. Over 4000 people flooded the hospitals, including schoolchildren, claiming to be sick from toxic gases used by Soviet soldiers. They were suffering from what PHR termed ‘catastrophe reaction syndrome’, or a psychological group trauma. Funereal dirges were broadcast over the radio, factories stopped working, and on April 15th, there was a mass televised funeral for the victims. The steps of Government House became a shrine, lined with weeping women in black, photographs of the dead, religious symbols, and flowers. Within weeks, the events of April 9th had been absorbed into the Georgian epic mythology of national catastrophes that litter Georgian history. A temporary monument was erected where the killings took place, and inscribed with the words ‘our language, our homeland, our faith’, the motto of Ilya Chavchavadze, the ‘father’ of the Georgian nation. The youth and gender of the victims accentuated the sense of martyrdom, and when the leaders of the national movement emerged from jail following a brief detention, they became untouchable heroes. The tragedy was memorialized by the declaration of Georgian independence the following year on April 9th.

[image: fig-2-1]

April 1989, before the tanks rolled in.


PARTY’S END

The next stage of Georgia’ revolution lasted from April 1989 to October 1990 when Zviad Gamsakhurdia’s Round Table–Free Georgia Bloc won the Supreme Soviet elections and assumed state control. It was an interlude of dual power, not unlike that experienced between February and October 1917. Dying communist rule, characterized by the most liberal regime Georgians had ever encountered, was largely controlled by the radical opposition. It was more democratic than what followed under Gamsakhurdia and less corrupt than the Shevardnadze era (1992–2003). But, although it was a time of revolutionary hopes and gains, disunity, polarization, and violence among the opposition were an ominous sign. The 18-month transition which culminated in an electoral victory for the nationalist opposition, was surprisingly orderly, involving long negotiations with the Communist authorities and agreement on the rules for free elections. Similar to the Round Table negotiations in Poland two years before, a pact of sorts was established with communist executives making most of the concessions. The Georgian party organization, which had transformed itself into a national party advocating independence, was finally defeated by popular vote. The opposition exploited the population’s long disillusionment with the repetitive party propaganda of ‘progress’, materialism and socialist unity. The opposition’s colorful slogans included a call for increased birthrates, the return of women to the home, a restoration of the monarchy, the introduction of a theocracy, and the banning of exports of traditional Georgian products like wine and fruit. Words, like justice and freedom, were mixed in with accusations against ‘traitors’, ‘enemies of the people’, ‘bandits’ and ‘agents of the Kremlin’, involved in ‘plots’ and conspiracies’ against the nation. 

Three features characterized this period: the collapse of the Communist party, growing violence between new parties and personalities, and the first signs of inter-ethic conflict. The latter was a calamity that crushed Georgians’ early romance with democracy. The Georgian party organization never recovered from April 9th. Givi Gumbaridze, who had been appointed head of the Georgian KGB in March 1988, found himself replacing first party secretary Patiashvili, on April 14th.36 The 44 year old Gumbaridze, in an attempt to tame popular dissent, promoted a national Communist party and urged a transformation of its structure, policy and style. He entered into negotiations with the opposition. In August 1989, the party began to implement the state program of the Georgian language and in September 1989, five months after his appointment, Gumbaridze proposed a Georgian party program which called for state sovereignty and the supremacy of republican over all-Union law. The program declared all national wealth as state property, and land and raw materials as the property of the republic.37 The declaration of Georgian independence on May 26th, 1918 – a historical rejection of Bolshevism – was described as one of the most important dates in Georgian history. New laws, it went on, were needed on Georgian citizenship, protection of the Georgian language, and on the creation of national army units. It demanded the separation of powers, multiparty competition, multiple types of property ownership with the return of land to those who worked it. It called for full cultural autonomy, an end to the nomenklatura system of appointments and a confederal constitution for the new Union.

In November 1989, the Georgian Supreme Soviet introduced constitutional amendments which ‘Georgianized’ all republican property and established the supremacy of Georgian law over all-Union law. The amendments legalized private property in business, promoted an independent judiciary, strengthened the legal language on the right of secession, and gave the Georgian Supreme Soviet full control over its borders and administrative sub-units such as the Abkhazian Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (ASSR). A new electoral law guaranteed immunity rights for Georgian Supreme Soviet deputies and competitive direct elections.38 Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) were legalized and work on bills to restrict immigration, establish republican citizenship, and set up national units were approved.39 In March 1990, the Supreme Soviet in a declaration entitled ‘Guarantees of the Protection of Georgia's State Sovereignty’, demanded the removal of all proposed Soviet presidential powers that violated republican sovereignty. The Georgian constitution was amended to eliminate the Communist party monopoly. The Soviet invasion of Georgia in February 1921 was declared a ‘de facto annexation’ and an ‘international crime’.40 The Supreme Soviet announced the Union treaty between Georgia and the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR) of May 21st, 1921, was ‘null and void’ and demanded talks ‘to begin the restoration of the independent Georgian state’.41

This was astonishing enough, but in June 1990, the pace quickened as the communist dominated Supreme Soviet, in an extraordinary session, passed a further package of laws on economic sovereignty, alternative service to military conscription and the right to form independent political parties. Direct state-to-state relations with the Baltic republics was approved, and a commission was established to work out ‘a judicial mechanism’ for the restoration of Georgian independence.42 The Georgian Party condemned the USSR’s April–June blockade of Lithuania after the latter’s declaration of independence, and called for a federation of equal and independent Communist parties. At the provincial level, there was a wholesale replacement of cadres by local party members. 

But despite Gumbaridze’s attempt to nationalize the party, it remained in the tail of the Georgian national movement. Gumbaridze could not cover up his links with the CPSU and, despite reforms, the party carried on in the old manner. Gumbaridze was ‘unanimously’ elected to Chairman of the Presidium of the Georgian Supreme Soviet in November 1989. Under new rules, he was elected to the Soviet Politburo in July 1990, but his commitment to the Union, though hedged with caveats, undermined his claims of independence from Moscow.43 The revolution had stirred in the Georgian party organization too, but it turned out to be too late. The de-politicization of institutional life and the party’s support for Georgian independence could not prevent its demise. Gumbaridze was replaced by the older and more authoritative Avtandil Margiani in December 1990 after the party failed to retain its power in the October 1990 elections. Margiani, a Svan (from the mountainous region of Svaneti) and former party boss in the Azerbaijani populated district of Gardabani, ended ties with the CPSU, but was unable to change the party’s fortunes. Within two months, he was replaced by Jemal Mikeladze, who was forced to resign six months later when the Soviet empire crumbled.

In the spring of 1990, the party looked on helplessly as communist monuments, covered for months in anti-communist graffiti, were toppled by exultant crowds. One of the first to go was Sergo Orjonikidze, Stalin’s comrade in arms, who helped plan the invasion of independent Georgia by the Soviet 11th Army in 1921. His monumental statue in Tbilisi's Saburtalo district exuded the romance of revolutionary power, but covered in graffiti, the communist authorities decided to take it down. His boots, difficult to remove, were left on the plinth for months afterwards, a symbol both of the Soviet system’s ideological emptiness and its comic vulnerability. The most powerful image was the destruction of the Lenin monument on Lenin Square, brought down by a combination of chains, ropes and cranes in August 1990. Provincial party organizations collapsed in the face of overwhelming hostility. The Georgian party warned of society ‘slipping into the depths of violence, chaos and lawlessness’ as the breakdown of authority spread to non-Georgian areas.44 Strikes, desertion from the Soviet Army, rising crime figures, the setting up of voluntary military units such as mkhedrioni (the Horsemen) and tetri giorgi (White George), the occupation of party and government buildings, including the Institute of Marxism-Leninism (which became the HQ of the radical opposition known as the ‘irreconcilables’), and the storming of the KGB’s HQ on Lesia Ukrainka street on September 16th, paralyzed the party.45
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Fallen Heroes. The toppled guardians of Government House.

In a craze of defections, Georgian organizations seceded from Union associations and institutions. In its March 1990 congress, the Georgian Union of Journalists broke with its parent body in the USSR.46 Georgian trade unions seceded from the USSR Central Council of Trade Unions and formed a Georgian Independent Confederation of Trade Unions three months later. In its program, the Confederation described itself as voluntary and nonpolitical.47 The Georgian Young Communist League (GYCL) at its 34th Congress in March 1990 declared ‘self-determination’ for the Georgian organization. This did not prevent a mass exodus from its ranks and the creation of an alternative Free Georgian Youth League. A separate Georgian football league was established, and a new Georgian Football Federation sought to join the International Federation of Football Associations (FIFA) on an independent basis.

NEW PARTIES

By the end of the hot summer of 1990, there were at least 130 parties, blocs, societies, and clubs in Georgia. Almost all, except for a number of non-Georgian organizations, were committed to Georgian independence, democracy (however that was interpreted), a market economy, and a preeminent role for Georgians as the dominant national group in the country. Almost all were centered around a prominent individual. They sounded alarm bells at Georgians’ demographic decline and warned of a diminishing Georgian presence on historical territories in Abkhazia, Javakheti and elsewhere. There were differences – the National Democrats (NDP) under Gia Chanturia, supported a mild form of ‘theo-democracy’ in which the church would play a leading role in the nation’s ‘moral questions’. The Popular Front led by a Tbilisi State university philosophy professor, Nodar Natadze, was against a rapid transition to a market economy fearing it would lead to foreign firms seizing Georgian national resources. The Rustaveli Society prioritized economic independence over political independence. The Federal-Republican party emphasized a decentralized regional structure and the Greens urged greater South Caucasian cooperation.48 Other important differences concerned tactics: the parties differed on almost everything from elections, the role of the Communist party, direct action, the pace of independence and Caucasian regional cooperation (regional coordination among the opposition was never effective).

The most serious obstacles to effective resistance to Soviet power (and this required different features than democracy-building) were personality differences, inexperience, indiscipline, and a yen for direct action. Almost all of the party leaders were in their thirties or younger: in 1990, Irakli Tsereteli, the rotund leader of the National Independence party was 29; Gia Chanturia, a dashing figure on the political stage and leader of the National Democrats, was 30. Gamsakhurdia at 51, was one of the oldest. Personality conflicts and ‘splittism’ or ‘narrow party and organizational patriotism’, as Merab Kostava put it, was the ‘Achilles heel’ of the national movement, and the first obstacle to a united opposition.49 It was apparent from the very beginning when the first independent anti-communist political organization, the Ilya Chavchavadze Society, split acrimoniously in March 1988 as a result of personal squabbles.50 It ended with two Ilya Chavchavadze societies, both claiming the mantle of Ilya Chavchavadze.51 A second obstacle to unity was internally authoritarian parties based on a powerful leader with tiny or fictitious memberships, which were prone to slander and exhibitionism. Opponents were labeled KGB agents. Hunger strikes, occupations, and the employment of armed bodyguards and militias, were common. Third, parties were confrontational. It was a revolutionary free-for-all, a raw struggle for power without rules, traditions, or political process. Most of the leaders inherited the Soviet habit of directives and defamation. Fourth, there was no Georgian society capable of moderating party policies: the parties were created from above and there were no organized social interests or lobbies from below. Rootless and lacking contact with their followers, sloganeering was the only way to mobilize the population.

The new politicians – the debonair Gia Chanturia, the baby-faced lrakli Tsereteli, the voluble Zurab Chavchavadze, the taciturn Tamara Chkheidze, and the ‘elders’ Zviad Gamsakhurdia (leader of the Helsinki Union) and Merab Kostava (the national movement’s moral figurehead and leader of the Main Committee for National Salvation), were all former political prisoners. Most found it difficult to adapt to the legal space Gorbachev provided for them. Politics was a battleground of ‘principle’ (although it was about power too); compromise with the ruling Communist party was considered collaborationist and immoral. The more radical, such as Irakli Tsereteli and Gia Chanturia, were dubbed ‘the irreconcilables’. They used emotive terminology (‘traitors to the nation’), and intimidated the media, a Soviet habit which, paradoxically, the Georgian party organization was at this point trying to shed. While the new parties claimed to be the only representatives of the people, Gumbaridze publicly rejected his party’s ‘monopoly claims to the truth and to patriotism’.52

There were attempts to unite the opposition under one roof. A National Salvation Committee was formed in April 1989, and the Georgian Popular Front (PF) held its constituent congress in June 1989. It declared it would work ‘within the framework of existing legislation’ and permit Communist party members to join (a decision it later revoked). But the Popular Front, representing largely mainstream intelligentsia, some of whom were deputies in the Georgian Supreme Soviet or Congress of People's Deputies, clashed with the ‘irreconcilables’. The PF accused the youngsters of totalitarian tendencies. The youngsters spat back. The PF, after its decision to participate in the March 1990 elections, was declared neo-communist and a traitor to Georgian independence.53

In March 1990, inspired by the example of the Estonian Congress elected a month earlier as an alternative to official elections, the Georgian radical opposition called for a National Forum of opposition parties. The Forum, which took place in the Philarmonia building, just a stone’s throw from the Supreme Soviet, demanded a boycott of the Supreme Soviet elections that March. Candidates began to withdraw from the election campaign in large numbers and the Georgian Communist party, after intense discussions with the opposition, agreed to postpone the elections until October 1990. The National Forum, dominated by excited youth, went on to declare Georgia an ‘occupied country’, called for ‘demographic expansion’, in non-Georgian regions, and demanded the election of an alternative National Convention. The Convention would convoke a National Congress and form a parallel government to secure independence. Moderates, including most of the Popular Front, the Republican, Liberal Democratic, and Social Democratic parties, battled the raucous majority at the Forum. They argued a boycott of the authorities would invite interference from Moscow, and condemned the Forum’s' proposal to exclude communists, social democrats and Supreme Soviet deputies from its alternative elections.54

The conciliators were routed.55 In April, in an intimation of things to come, a shoot out between armed supporters of Zviad Gamsakhurdia and Gia Chanturia outside the Marxist-Leninist Institute, spilled onto the streets. Gamsakhurdia’s Helsinki Union left the Forum. Joined by the Monarchists, the Saint Ilya the Just Society (a split off and rival to the more moderate Ilya Chavchavadze Society), and the Merab Kostava society, the new grouping called itself the ‘Round Table’. Led by Gamsakhurdia, and following the example of the Baltic republics, it urged a peaceful transition to independence through participation in the official elections. Meeting May 23rd–25th, and representing eighty-two political and cultural organizations, including representatives from non-Georgian and émigré organizations, the National Convention set its own elections for an alternative National Congress in September. The Congress, as a transitional legislative body, would have the right to establish referenda, present legislation on the future political system in Georgia, and negotiate Georgia's independence with Moscow. In the meantime, the Convention elected a Coordinating Center of the Georgian National-Liberation Movement, but the withdrawal of the Popular Front and the absence of both the Rustaveli Society and the ‘Round Table’ undermined its claim to represent the will of the Georgian people.

The battle lines were drawn: youthful Convention members led by Gia Chanturia demanded a break with the past; Gamsakhurdia’s followers urged a ‘transitional period’, using institutional mechanisms already in place.56 Essentially, their goals were the same – a transformation of inter-ethnic relations in Georgians’ favor, the strengthening of traditional and religious values, the elimination of communism and the destruction of the Soviet empire. The Georgian tragedy was that these immature parties could not agree on tactics or strategy, and through direct action, barricades and violence, they descended into vituperative inter-party conflicts that led within months to civil war and the beginnings of a ‘failed state’ syndrome that lasted throughout Shevardnadze’s tenure.

THE NATIONAL QUESTION

The Georgian economy had experienced a decelerating growth rate since the 1970s. Between 1985 and 1989, its decline was accelerated by political instability, strikes, reduced inter-republican trade, falling production rates, energy shortages, and a deterioration in health and housing services. The disruption in trade was particularly harmful for a republic that between 1988 and 1990 received 44 percent of its GDP from exports and imports to other Union territories.57 Despite official statistics suggesting steady growth in the second half of the eighties, Roman Gotsiridze, an economist and former President of the Georgian National Bank (2005–7), suggests that between 1985 and 1992, cumulatively, national income declined 34 percent, industrial production by 22 percent, agriculture by 25 percent, and productivity overall by 30 percent.58

This was the context for Georgian concerns over demography, employment, immigration and ‘majority rights’. Nationalism is overrated as the ‘mover and shaker’ of Georgian politics, and from the perspective of 2011, radical nationalism was a temporary lure for Georgians. However, between 1985 and 1990, the period we are concerned with in this chapter, it was the dominant theme. Almost every issue in Georgian politics was interlaced with the national question whether it was the economy, history, education, or the church. Georgian nationalism, from a primarily cultural movement mediated by intellectuals, became in the late 1980s, a mass movement focused on independence. Popular sovereignty brought some dangerous dilemmas to Georgia. What rights should Georgia’s approximately 30 percent national minorities be granted; should non-Georgians be compelled to learn the national language; what representation should they have; and should the national church have special privileges? Why mass action turned to violence is a good question, but nationalism may not always be the explanation.

In 1989–90 popular perception and reality grew further apart. Myths, rumor, and anxiety over demographic decline, or stories of discrimination against Georgians, created a sham reality. Despite aggregate figures showing a healthy increase in the size of the Georgian population, Georgians in 1985–90 thought and acted as if they were a threatened minority. This perception was generated in part by the uneven settlement of Georgians, outnumbered in peripheral districts, by the USSR’s imperial design, and by Georgia’s location in a predominantly Muslim region (Azerbaijan, Turkey, Iran, Daghestan, and the Chechen-Ingush ASSR were all neighbors). Despite cultural and political consolidation, Georgians were concerned about weak representation in Kvemo Kartli, and Samtkhe-Javakheti in the south, in the South Ossetian Autonomous Region (abolished by the Georgian parliament in December 1990), and in the Abkhazian ASSR (where Georgians were a plurality). A poll in June 1990 conducted by Tbilisi University sociology department, showed that 88.5 percent of those interviewed saw ‘preserving Georgia’s territorial unity’ as the top priority.59 Soviet affirmative action policies, whatever the benefits to minorities, created a sense of injustice among Georgians.60 Georgians had missed out on the new understanding of democracy, with its emphasis on minority protections and power-sharing. Paradoxically, they associated such features with the injustice of Soviet rule.



TABLE 1. National Composition in Georgia, 1970–2002*
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Source: sakartvelos mosakhleobis 2002 tslis pirveli saqoveltao erovnuli aghtserebis dziritadi shedegebi: statistikuri krebuli (Basic Results of the first General National Census of the Georgian Population, 2002: A Statistical Collection), Tbilisi: sakartvelos statistikis sakhelmtsipo departmenti, 2004. *The 2002 census did not include the territories controlled by the Abkhazian and South Ossetian authorities. **The Yezidis are a non-Muslim Kurdish population who before 2002 were counted as Kurdish. ***The Kistis are related to the Chechen and Ingush. They live mostly in the Pankisi Gorge in north-east Georgia.


Georgian national insecurity was evident since the 1960s in both official and unofficial literature. Under the Georgian party organization’s first secretary Shevardnadze, a curious alliance of party, church and dissident nationalists campaigned against the republican population's declining growth rate, condemning abortions, calling for improvement in the infant mortality rate and a reduction in the already low rate of divorce.61 With glasnost, Georgian parties and associations, including the Georgian Communist party organization, highlighted Georgians’ demographic weakness.62 Clubs, such as the Merab Kostava Fund for the Resettlement and Aid of the Indigenous Population, were funded by the government, the church, and creative unions, to settle Georgian families in regions where they were ethnically outnumbered. The Georgian party organization established a new title of ‘Mother Georgia’ for women with five or more children and set up a demographic commission in 1989 to improve the Georgians’ weak representation in the republic’s periphery. A number of natural disasters in Achara and Svaneti led to the resettlement of homeless Georgians in Azerbaijani and Armenian populated areas, which caused serious tensions. There was a focus on Georgians' biological health. Newspapers condemned poor housing, unsanitary conditions in hospitals and pollution, all of which were seen as contributing to the decline in Georgian fertility.

Georgians feared that with separation from the Union, their national minorities, particularly the Armenians, Azerbaijanis and Ossetians, would seek union with their co-ethnics and dismember Georgian territory. This had happened during the first Republic of 1918–21. Minorities, intimidated by the statements of Georgian parties, and in the Azerbaijani case, by a press campaign on their alleged illegal seizure of land, began to form organizations of cultural and political self defense – Adamon Nykhas (The People’s Temple) in South Ossetia, Aidgilara (Unity) in Abkhazia, Javakh in Akhalkalki, Gayret in Marneuli, and Votan among the Meskhetians. The Russians, due to their social and economic dispersion in the Georgian labor force, failed to organize any significant ‘resistance’ beyond a few meetings of a local ‘interfront’, part of a union-wide movement among Diasporic Russians that aimed to preserve the USSR.63

Georgian and non-Georgian insecurities fed on one another, widening cultural antagonisms and increasing political uncertainty. The State Program of the Georgian language led to equivalents in Abkhazia and South Ossetia.64 Declarations of Georgian sovereignty were met with identical responses in Abkhazia and South Ossetia. As the Georgian government, which after October 1990 was in the hands of Zviad Gamsakhurdia, began dismantling Soviet treaties guaranteeing ethno-administrative borders and the rights of minorities, non-Georgians feared Moscow’s legal and physical absence would end vital protections. Chauvinistic statements from Tbilisi suggested an aggressive mono-ethnic state was emerging. Anti-Georgian riots in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, whipped up by local intelligentsias fearful of losing their privileges and supported by conservative Russian military circles, intensified Georgian fears of fragmentation. Svetlana Chervonnaya, a witness to the pre-war events in Abkhazia, argues that the bloody demonstrations in Abkhazia in 1989–90, were planned by Abkhazian activists hoping for Moscow’s intervention. It was, she said, a war ‘declared on the people of Georgia by Vladislav Ardzinba, who…was forcing the Abkhazian people into this terrible catastrophe’.65 The most violent of the early national clashes occurred July 1989, when 22 died and over 500 were wounded in demonstrations protesting the opening of a Georgian branch of Tbilisi State University in the Abkhazian capital of Sukhumi.66 Abkhazians, who made up 17.8 percent of the population of the Abkhazian ASSR (93,267) saw the opening of the University’s Georgian language branch in Sukhumi as a reversal of the ‘Abkhazianization’ policy of the 1970s, and as a Georgian separatist move; Georgians claimed that as the largest national group in the Abkhazian republic (45.7 percent in 1989), they had a right to higher education in their own language (much of the teaching in the Abkhazian State University was in Russian). This conflict, which continued to ferment throughout July, culminated in an official declaration ‘On Abkhazia’s State Sovereignty’, by the Abkhazian section of the Abkhazian Supreme Soviet on August 25th, 1990. Abkhazian legislation was given primacy over Georgian laws.67 The constitutional battle between the two sides raged throughout 1991. In July, Gamsakhurdia had already introduced amendments to the Georgian constitution which allowed him to abolish all decrees and ‘legal acts’ of Georgia’s autonomies if they did not conform to the Georgian constitution.

Underlying the conflict were historical, social, and economic resentments. Abkhazian elites resented the incorporation of Abkhazia into the Democratic Republic of Georgia in 1918, and into Soviet Georgia as an Autonomous republic in 1931. They waged a long struggle for separation from Georgia throughout the Soviet period. Demographic decline, and regional economic inequalities (labor productivity and incomes were lower in Abkhazia than the rest of Georgia) were interpreted as a deliberate Georgian policy. Abkhazians complained bitterly of Georgianization policies from the 1930s onwards when Lavrentii Beria headed the Georgian and Transcaucasian party organizations (1931–8). Beria ended Abkhazian language radio stations and Abkhazian language schools, Georgianized their Cyrillic alphabet and place names, fired Abkhazian teachers, and began a policy of Georgian settlement which contributed to a decline in the Abkhazian proportion of the autonomous republic from 27.8 percent in 1926 to 17.8 percent in 1989.68 Despite a policy of affirmative action since the 1970s, which led to significant Abkhazian political influence in the autonomous republic, Abkhazians lagged Georgians educationally, and felt money earned from tourism and citrus fruits was unfairly siphoned off to Tbilisi.69

Similar, though less violent clashes occurred in Georgia's other minority regions. Ossetians, who speak an Iranian-based language, made up 66.4 percent of the South Ossetian Autonomous Region (65,232). A further 98,000 lived in the rest of Georgia, 33,000 of them in Tbilisi. Across the border in North Ossetia (part of the RSFSR) were a further 335,000 Ossetians.70 There were Georgian-Ossetian tensions and prejudices linked to past conflicts during Georgian independence (there was a short war in 1920) – and to Georganization policies from the 1930s on when South Ossetian schools were closed down. But from the 1960s, South Ossetians benefited from affirmative action policies, aimed to overcome South Ossetia's higher mortality rates and lower educational levels. By the 1980s, there were 90 schools teaching in Ossetian in the autonomous region. South Ossetians dominated local party structures, and were well integrated into Georgian society with 32.5 percent claiming fluency in Georgian. The majority lived outside their designated territory.71 But in 1989, alarmed by talk in Tbilisi of ‘illegal autonomies’ and the government’s language program which required Georgian language acquisition for state employment, Adamon Nykhas revived the idea – one that was periodically presented to Moscow by South Ossetia’s intellectuals – for union with their co-ethnics in the North Ossetian ASSR. Ignoring Georgian protests, in November 1989, the South Ossetian regional Soviet declared South Ossetia an autonomous republic and established Ossetian as the ‘state’ language.72 An alliance of Georgian parties, including the Georgian Communists, condemned such actions as unconstitutional. In November, there was a confrontation in Tskhinvali, the South Ossetian capital, as 400 busloads of Georgians, some armed, demonstrated their anger over Ossetian demands. Underlying Georgian resentments was their claim that Ossetians had only recently arrived in the area and occupied land that was historically an integral part of Georgia. In September 1990, the South Ossetian Regional Soviet took a defiant step and declared a Soviet Democratic Republic of South Ossetia, passed a Declaration of State Sovereignty, and called for its incorporation into the USSR.73 Elections in December led to a new Ossetian dominated Supreme Soviet. That same month (December 11th), the Georgian Supreme Soviet (already under Gamsakhurdia’s control) abolished the South Ossetian Autonomous Region, and henceforth Georgians referred to it by its medieval names of Samachablo or Shida Kartli. A State of Emergency was declared in Tskhinvali and in Java district.74 Despite the dispatch of Ministry of Internal Affairs’ troops by Moscow, and the USSR President’s demand for the withdrawal of all Georgian and Ossetian armed formations in January 1991, the legal battle between the Georgian and South Ossetian Supreme Councils intensified. It developed into violent escalation as local militias (South Ossetia formed its own National Guard) armed themselves and Georgian and Abkhazian administrations began calling up reservists. Georgia’s declaration of independence in April 1991 led the South Ossetian Supreme Soviet to repeat its call for union with North Ossetia, supported by a local referendum in January 1992. By that time, the conflict had led to over 100,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs) from both South Ossetia and the rest of Georgia.75

Armenian and Azeri minorities in the provinces (mostly in Samtskhe-Javakheti and Kvemo-Kartli) saw themselves as the victims of social and economic discrimination. Acute economic problems in non-Georgian areas, such as the lack of hospitals, equipment for schools, and unrepaired roads, were interpreted as deliberate neglect. The most acute public issue that emerged by 1988–9 was land rights and settlement. A Georgian-Azeri dispute began in May 1989 with mass meetings and Azerbaijani demands for autonomous status under the old district name of Borchalo. It ended with expulsions of Azerbaijanis from Bolnisi town, and shooting in June–July 1989 in the Azerbaijani district of Marneuli. Settled by the dispatch of MVD troops, the locals blamed Georgian demographic societies, which were busy resettling villages and buying up Azerbaijani property.76

Armenians made up 8.1 percent of the republic’s population in 1989. Despite a large Georgian speaking community in Tbilisi, most Armenians lived in Gagra (Abkhazia), and in Akhalkalaki and Bogdanovka (now Ninotsminda) districts. In Akhalkalaki (91.3 percent Armenian in 1989) and Bogdanovka (89.6 percent Armenian), both part of the Samtskhe-Javakheti province, armed conflict was barely avoided over Georgian groups’ purchase of land after Russian Dukhobors left the region in the summer of 1990. The more radical Georgian nationalists briefly blockaded the railway into Armenia in protest. The Armenian-Georgian tension was long-standing, dating from Armenians' traditional economic dominance in East Georgia in the nineteenth century. In 1918, rivalry over disputed borders led to a brief war between the newly independent states of Armenia and Georgia. But the neighboring conflict in Nagorno-Karabagh between Azerbaijanis and Armenians (Georgians claimed that Armenians had irridentist claims on Javakheti), the economic conditions of local Armenians, who in Akhalkalaki’s case lived poorly, and Georgians’ own anxieties over Armenian loyalties to the new state, exacerbated mutual distrust.77

Georgian nationalist concerns went beyond Georgian borders. Georgian parties publicly championed the Ingilos, a small enclave of Muslim and Christian Georgians making up about a third of the Kaspii district of western Azerbaijan. The Muslim Meskhetians' attempt to return to Meskheti in southern Georgia, from which they were forcibly uprooted in 1944 on Stalin’s orders, was almost universally opposed. Expelled from Uzbekistan in June 1989 after a violent pogrom, the Meskhetians’ plea to return would, Georgians claimed, displace settlers who had been in Meskhetia for 40 years, strain the local economy, and strengthen Islam in a strategic border area. Three objections highlighted the core concerns of the Georgian national movement; the Meskhetians were not Georgian enough; they could not speak Georgian, and they were no longer Christians.78

HISTORY, RELIGION AND LANGUAGE

There were paradoxical strands in the Georgian national movement. It was secular, pro-Western, seeking democracy and membership in the European family of nations. At the same time, it was a cultural movement reaching back to a mythological past. The values promoted by both Georgian activists and to a lesser degree by the Georgian Communist party organization during these years focused on history (especially historical claims to territory), on the Georgian Orthodox church, and on language. These ideas echoed the sacred trinity of language, homeland, and faith, espoused by Ilya Chavchavadze. The slogan appeared wherever Georgians demonstrated for independence. But in other ways the national movement deviated from Chavchavadze’s pragmatic accommodation with imperial rule. History, as Bernard Lewis points out, always has a purpose.79 And the Georgian national movement, like its Abkhazian and South Ossetian counterparts, excavated what it could of the past, building on the work of Soviet Georgian intellectuals in the 1960s and 1970s, using each new revelation of past conflict and sacrifice to cement religion and language into the struggle for political independence. In the 1970s and 1980s, a popular credo of cultural struggle and Georgian defiance was standard in schools, on TV, and at home. It could be private memories of brutal Soviet policies told by grandparents; stories of Grand Mouravi Giorgi Saakadze who saved his homeland from the Persians; the exile and murder of the nineteenth-century patriot Dimitri Khipiani for his defense of the Georgian language; the reading of kartlis deda (Mother Georgia) at school; or watching otaraant kvrivi (Otar’s Widow), a film about Georgian peasant stoicism, on TV. With glasnost, the pages of the Georgian press exploded with new revelations about the Georgian Democratic Republic of 1918–21, the 1924 revolt against Bolshevik rule, the resistance of Georgian ‘national deviationists’ to Moscow's centralization in the 1920s, the purges of the 1930s and the deportations of the 1940s (which included forced migration of Georgian mountain peoples), the 1956 riots in Tbilisi, and the history of Georgian anti-Bolshevik emigration. Former ‘traitors’ like Grigol Robakidze and Ekvtime Taqaishvili, who had both emigrated to Europe, were transformed into heroes; significant dates long suppressed by the Soviet authorities, such as the declaration of independence in May 1918, or religious festivals such as St George’s Day, became part of the official calendar.

History was politics and historical battles among Georgian, Abkhazian and South Ossetian intellectuals over heritage, monuments, and historical precedence, were the justifications behind sovereignty claims. A Georgian Committee for the Study of the South Ossetian Region’s Status was set up in 1990 which concluded the abolition of the South Ossetian Autonomous Region was historically justified, as the Ossetians were latecomers to the region. The Red Army invasion of Georgia was investigated by a Georgian Supreme Soviet commission and was declared illegal, nullifying all Soviet claims to jurisdiction. In February 1990, a joint commission of historical societies and academic and party institutions drew up a State Program for the Scientific Research, Study and Popularization of Georgian History, which planned priorities for Georgian historians, educators and publishers. The physical landscape was shaped by new monuments, street names were changed (Lenin Street became Kostava Street), and new parties appeared with the flags and regalia of pre-Soviet parties that gave them both authority and authenticity.

The Georgian Orthodox Church exacerbated inter-ethnic relations. In 1989, 70 percent of the population in Georgia was Orthodox, the remainder were Gregorian (the Armenian national church), Russian Orthodox, Muslim, Catholic, Protestant, Baptist, Yezidis, and Old Believers. Glasnost led to a revival in the rituals and symbols of all religions in Georgia. Restrictions on the Georgian church’s income were lifted; it was given the right to open and build new churches, to conduct charity work, establish new congregations, and teach religious education. In 1988–9, 313 Georgian churches and monasteries were reopened, a Theological Academy was established, a new cathedral in Tbilisi was commissioned and religious publications multiplied.80 The state's supervisory organ, the Georgian Council for Religious Affairs, was disbanded in January 1990. All church property was returned – which led to disputes with other religious claimants such as Catholics and Armenian Gregorians – and in April 1990 church organizations and employees were freed from state taxes. Religious liberty raised the question of the Georgian church’s relationship to the state. The majority of parties in the national movement ascribed the church a special national role. The Georgian church returned to its conservative roots, proselytizing Georgian orthodoxy as the national creed, and condemning other faiths – especially other Christian faiths – for their apostasy. The church, far from being a conciliator capable of bringing all faiths under a national umbrella, excluded them.

The church became a symbol of the national movement. It expanded its work in non-Georgian areas, participated in the congresses and meetings of Georgian parties, campaigned for Georgians' demographic and ecological health, and even presented candidates for the Georgian Supreme Soviet. Patriarch Ilya II’s appearance at the demonstration on April 9th, his conduct of the funeral of the nationalist leader Merab Kostava in October 1989, and his opening of the Georgian National Convention in May 1990, were all symbolic representations of the church’s solidarity with the national revolution. Georgian parties supported church involvement in political life. The Christian Union party, for example, declared Christianity to be a national obligation.81 Even the Georgian Communist party organization acknowledged the church's role, funded its work among non-Georgians, and published the Patriarch's epistles in the party press.82

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, was the issue of language. Language is inseparable from economic and educational access in multiethnic states like Georgia. It was no surprise that the Georgian-Abkhazian armed clash in July 1989 was over educational rights. For Georgians, language is a primary source of identity. They believe, like most former Soviet citizens, in the concept of linguistic nationality. Political boundaries should reflect linguistic ones, and the dominant linguistic nation within the state should determine language policy. Given the new opportunities under Gorbachev, it was natural (and reasonable, perhaps) to expect measures to protect Georgian language status in the republic. Apart from the ‘Georgian Language State Program’, a permanent state commission of the Georgian literary language was set up and attached to the Council of Ministers.83 Its function was to establish linguistic norms and ensure that government and cultural institutions used the state language. April 14th was declared Georgian language day.84 Practical measures taken to improve the position of Georgian included the creation of Georgian typewriters, telegram facilities and telephone books. Such measures combined with the demands of the Georgian parties for Georgian language primacy, including a stipulation (not adopted at the time) that all parliamentary candidates speak Georgian, threatened non-Georgian communities. Language was power and the ideas of the Georgian national movement, without similar measures to protect non-Georgian languages, added to growing tensions over national rights. South Ossetians and Abkhazians, naturally, enacted their own language legislation.85

CONCLUSION

Two important elections took place in the fall of 1990. The first was the unofficial National Congress which Gamsakhurdia referred to as ‘a self-appointed Congress of dubious characters’.86 Contested by six blocs, comprising 40 parties (a 50.8 percent turnout was barely achieved after three rounds of voting), the Congress participants rejected the existing legislative and electoral framework. Dominated by the National Independence and National Democratic parties, it called for the withdrawal of Soviet ‘occupation troops’ and immediate negotiations with Moscow for Georgia's independence. However, after the disappointing electoral turnout, the National Congress downgraded its role from an alternative legislature to that of a coordinating body for the Georgian national liberation movement. It would act as the people's organ, monitoring the new Georgian government.87

Participants in the ‘official’ election to the Georgian Supreme Soviet on October 28th, in contrast to the National Congress, accepted the established institutions, and advocated a more gradual transition to independence. Based on a mixed system of majority and proportional representation, six parties and five electoral coalitions (uniting a further 23 parties) took part in the first genuine multiparty election in the USSR. All advocated ‘independence’ including the Georgian Communist party organization. The electoral law, a central focus of debate from Spring 1990, was drawn up by a 32-member Central Electoral Commission. The opposition outnumbered a small bloc of five Communist party officials on the Commission, and passed a law which disenfranchised the Soviet military, introduced a combined system of proportional representation and single member districts, and made party registration easier by eliminating the Ministry of Justice from the process. However, the law’s rejection of parties ‘whose activity does not extend over Georgia's entire territory’ restricted participation by Georgia’s national minorities. This led to a boycott by Aidgilara and Adamon Nykhas.

The election campaign was observed by a miniscule 40 international monitors and, despite continuing violence, including an assassination attempt on Gia Chanturia two days before election day, the Commission for Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) concluded that there was ‘an impressive grasp of the mechanics and procedures of organizing a fair vote’.88 Gamsakhurdia’s Round Table–Free Georgia bloc, with its call for the privatization of land and public housing, to its own great surprise was elected with 54 percent of the vote and captured 155 seats out of 250. The Georgian Communist party organization received 29.6 percent and 64 seats, and the Popular Front 12 seats (all single mandate constituencies). The new Supreme Soviet, despite its endorsement of a gradual transition to capitalism, became a body of predominantly radical nationalists. Minority and moderate intelligentsia opinion was marginalized as were non-Georgians who lacked adequate representation in the legislature. Despite the 70 percent turnout, the majority of non-Georgians in Abkhazia and South Ossetia followed the recommendation of Aidgilara and Adamon Nykhas to boycott the elections. Given their size (Abkhazians made up 1.8 percent of the Georgian republic’s population, Ossetians, 3 percent), it was unlikely they would gain effective representation anyway. In Tskhinvali the capital of South Ossetia, only 7,000 of the eligible 40,000 voters cast ballots.89

The election represented the end of what Brubaker calls ‘polity-seeking nationalism’, or a national movement fighting to establish statehood.90 Although independence was over a year away, the Georgian national movement – or one part of it – was now in power. The revolution had entered a new stage. The Georgian state was under Georgian ownership and the process of nationalizing the state could begin. The period of 1985–90 had a lasting impact. Fierce methods of political struggle, mutual accusations of betrayal and conspiracy, splits and claims to monopoly, led to violent contestation for control of the state. The new republic, despite Georgian control and international recognition, disintegrated under the pressure.
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THE BUNKER

On January 2nd, 1992, Georgian television (TV) broadcast the declaration of the newly formed Military Council. It announced that ‘a constitutional decision was made which restored justice’. It condemned President Gamsakhurdia’s government, which ‘defended the totalitarian principles embodied by the Georgian SSR constitutions of 1922, 1927, 1937 and 1978’.1 Denying Gamsakhurdia historical legitimacy, the Military Council confirmed that the parliament, elected with such joy 15 months before, was dissolved and the constitution suspended. In Tbilisi, a state of emergency and a curfew was enforced. The Military Council pledged to hand over its powers as soon as a new government was formed. Four days later on January 6th at 3.30 a.m., an exhausted Gamsakhurdia, holed up in the basement cafeteria of Government House, called his remaining supporters together. Amid exploding artillery and loyalists’ tears, he told them of his decision to abandon the capital. At around 8 a.m., three armored personnel carriers, two buses, and a number of cars containing Gamsakhurdia, his family, and 80 loyalists left the ‘bunker’ – a term chosen by the opposition to draw parallels with Hitler. The siege of Government House ended 15 months of triumph and tragedy. Using an escape route kept open by Russian forces, the first popularly elected president of an independent Georgia fled for his life to neighboring Armenia, leaving behind a harrowing trail of broken illusions and ill-fated decisions.2 107 Georgians were dead, and over 527 were wounded. Georgia’s architectural treasures, such as Hotel Tbilisi, and School No. 1, were charred ruins.3 Gamsakhurdia had predicted at his November 1990 inauguration that Georgia would ‘become an example of moral greatness for the world’, but in just over a year, Georgia had become an example of incompetent authoritarianism, and one of the earliest failed states in the post-Soviet arena.4 Just three years after his rapturous election as chairman of the Georgian Supreme Soviet in 1990, Zviad Gamsakhurdia died in Samegrelo in suspicious circumstances at age 54.
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Zviad Gamsakhurdia addresses the Georgian parliament.


These extraordinary events are usually explained by the destructive power of Georgian nationalism. The Gamsakhurdia era (1990–2) is viewed as nationalism’s zenith. But nationalism is an incomplete theoretical framework for Georgian politics at any time, including Gamsakhurdia’s rise and fall. Gamsakhurdia believed in a semi-mythological and racially pure Georgian past; he compared Georgia to Lazarus rising from the dead, but his attraction to and support among Georgians went beyond such fantasies. He was a social conservative who appealed to the nostalgic yearning among Georgians for the innocence of pre-Soviet times, represented by traditional family roles, fellowship, religion, and self-sacrifice, features that Gamsakhurdia saw as intrinsically Georgian.5 He appealed to the ‘little man’, who had missed out on the privileged life style of the Georgian nomenklatura, as well as to idealistic youth and intellectuals. His support was socially heterogeneous, based on pent-up resentments against a soulless modernity, social immobility, and enforced constraints on status, wealth and Georgia’s proper recognition by the rest of the world. Gamsakhurdia reflected Georgia’s crisis of modernity, and his government quickly filled up with socially marginal artists, priests, and ex-cons whose time had come.

Gamsakhurdia emerged in extreme times, characterized by economic collapse, state fragmentation, and political polarization, all occurring at breakneck speed. His policies were a radical amalgam of nationalism, populism, religiosity, and conservatism. First and foremost, Gamsakhurdia like many Third World leaders, was a product of the imperial system. Although bitterly opposed to Soviet structures and values, he was cast in their likeness. This was particularly true of Gamsakhurdia’s paternalistic attitude toward the law, the press, parliament, and the opposition. Gamsakhurdia acted like a Soviet party boss. He had Georgian national interests at heart, but the authoritarian habits he imbibed from the Soviet system were his undoing.

Second, Gamsakhurdia was attempting to create quasi-democratic authority in a superficially modernized but deeply traditional culture. Christopher Clapham has characterized cultures like Georgia’s as neo-patrimonial – where personal relations and status are the basis of authority structures with little distinction between the official and the private world.6 It is a society dominated by patrons and clients who draw on ties of ethnicity, kinship, or on close friends and colleagues. In this society, personalities in office are the source of political power and resources. This helps explain why parties based on grassroots participation, or legitimate national institutions, failed to take root in Georgia. They were not the key to people’s needs; personalities were.

Third, Gamsakhurdia was not governing a sovereign state. That did not come until the collapse of the USSR in December 1991. Until then, Gamsakhurdia had to maneuver within the confines of a dying imperial state that could still sabotage Georgian government policies. Fourth, Gamsakhurdia faced an ethnically and politically fragmented state. There was little loyalty among non-Georgians to the new state, and the Georgian political opposition, which had just emerged from the catacombs, had not learned the rules of peaceful competition. It viewed control of the state as the only path to power and self-preservation. 

Finally, Gamsakhurdia faced an unprecedented economic catastrophe with neither the resources nor the expertise to create a functioning market economy. Georgia did not have its own currency, and could not control trade or migration on its own borders. Successful popular mobilization both required and generated radical solutions. On issues like South Ossetia, Gamsakhurdia had to prove he was more radical than the opposition.7

Such conditions were conducive to charismatic politics. Gamsakhurdia could not secure legitimacy through improved living standards. Without an indigenous bourgeoisie, state revenues, or foreign investment, he had to rely on what he had, which was a loose form of state socialism, a popular thirst for change, and his own personality. In the context of Georgia’s neo-patrimonial culture without legitimate state institutions, authority was embodied by the president. Charisma was Gamsakhurdia’s most dependable source of power. Most who voted for Gamsakhurdia voted for the man, not a program. The identification of Gamsakhurdia with the state generated reverence and compliance, but it also led to the branding of opposition as treachery, and to the victimizing of minorities. This reinforced political extremism among the opposition, and encouraged government repression. There was little room for compromise. Gamsakhurdia’s style of leadership undermined Georgia’s embryonic representative institutions; he used direct appeals to the masses to overcome institutional obstacles. Economic chaos encouraged the search for scapegoats. In Georgia, it was the communists, the ‘red intelligentsia’, the USSR, national minorities, and, in the end, the West. Georgia was not doomed to populist authoritarianism. Gamsakhurdia’s own personality and style were critical variables in the tragedy that followed. If it had been Vaclav Havel in Georgia, events would have been different. But conditions in Georgia – psychological, cultural, political, and economic – were conducive to Gamsakhurdia, not Havel. Similar circumstances in other post-Soviet states led to comparable personalities and regimes. 

Populism is ideologically vague and politically flexible. It adapts to most socioeconomic contexts. It takes on innumerable organizational forms and thrives during periods of transition when certainties are lost and the future is threatening. It can base itself on almost any social class; it can be rural and illiberal or urban and democratic.8 The problem of intellectual substance and sociological inconsistency led Margaret Canovan, in her study of populism, to list seven definitions.9 Her own view suggests populist movements ‘involve some kind of exaltation and appeal to the ‘people’, and all are in one sense or another anti-elitist’.10 This describes the basic qualities of post-Soviet figures like Yeltsin, Gamsakhurdia, and Lukashenko. There are other features: scapegoating an ethnic ‘other’, intellectuals, or foreign governments; a state-managed (though not necessarily owned) economy; manipulation of the press; an emphasis on charismatic authority; a special destiny for the nation; and a leadership cult aided by a strong presidential system. Mass demonstrations, plebiscites, and political violence are the preferred instruments of popular mobilization. Gamsakhurdia’s regime, like that of Emperor Louis Napoleon, was governed with popular consent, elections, and referenda – but it was backed by populist ideas and nondemocratic structures.11

ZVIAD GAMSAKHURDIA

Zviad Gamsakhurdia was a prominent human rights campaigner in the 1960s and 1970s. He became identified with the Democratic Movement in Russia. He was one of the founders of the Initiative Group for the Defense of Human Rights (1974) and the Georgian Helsinki Watch Group (1977). Imprisoned three times between 1956 and 1989, he spent his childhood under the influence of a domineering father – the novelist Konstantin Gamsakhurdia. Almost all his adult life, he was under the intrusive control and monitoring of the Committee for State Security (KGB).12 Therefore, it was not so odd to find him heading one of the more authoritarian regimes in the former Soviet Union between October 1990 and January 1991. A close look at his statements and writings before and after his election shows his focus was not human rights, but Georgian rights. The samizdat journals he edited or co-edited – okros tsatsmisi (The Golden Fleece), sakartvelos moambe (The Georgian Herald), and moambe (The Herald) – highlighted the threat of Russification, Georgian demographic decline, corruption in the Georgian church, and the plight of Georgian communities abroad (such as the Ingilos in Azerbaijan). His differences with the liberal figures of the Russian dissident movement became evident after glasnost. In July 1990, for example, Gamsakhurdia clashed with Andrei Sakharov over the latter’s proposal for a new multinational union that gave all nations, regardless of their status in the Soviet federation, greater equality. Gamsakhurdia interpreted this as a mechanism for preserving the empire, not as a solution to national inequities. It was, he claimed, a continuation of ‘Bolshevik nationality policy’, and an illegal breach of the Georgian–Russian treaty of May 1920.13

Gamsakhurdia’s nationalism was initially lauded in the West as a battle against the imperial center. But his intellectual isolation in the USSR, the absence of alternative political visions and debates, and fear of conspiracies and plots bred by his long acquaintance with the KGB, led to a defensive ethno-populism. His rhetorical roll call was familiar: national unity, patriotism, sacrifice, protection of the little man against the powerful, exclusion of outsiders, and the search for enemies. In the 1970s, Gamsakhurdia's bile was directed at the imperial center, but by the late 1980s it had shifted to national minorities within the republic, especially those he considered nonindigenous to Georgia (a Soviet category) such as the Armenians and Ossetians.14 A new enemy emerged by the late 1980s – the ‘red intelligentsia’ – or those who had helped shape official Georgian cultural nationalism. The demonization of all these groups – students, the media, and former government colleagues were added as political life became increasingly vicious – was part of Gamsakhurdia's struggle for political conformity in the republic. It reflected a Leninist approach to politics, shared by almost all political groups in Georgia throughout Gamsakhurdia’s period in office, where the rule of law was an obstacle and moderation was capitulation. The quest for unity combined with a Soviet political education that emphasized absolutism, infallibility, struggle, and dedication divided contenders into two camps: the correct, the genuine, and the loyal, and the deluded, the false, and the disloyal. Constitutional liberalism – which Fareed Zakaria considers vital to the preservation of civil rights – was a novelty for Georgians and an impediment to their majority rights.15

Gamsakhurdia and his opponents saw the Georgian ‘people’ as a historically forged single community with ancient rights over its homeland. This was supported by a Soviet ideology that defined the ‘sovereign’ borders of union republics, and divided Soviet national groups into privileged ‘indigenous’ and less privileged ‘non-indigenous’. In principle, any attempt to sever the indigenous from their traditional lands was by the 1970s considered unacceptable, although in practice exiled groups like the Muslim Meskhetians found it difficult to return to ancestral lands.16 Gamsakhurdia’s claim that the ‘indigenes’ had intrinsic rights and ‘non-indigenes’ did not, had its roots in this policy. This is not unique to Georgia: it is a guiding principle in many democratic countries such as Germany and Italy where the nonindigenous have fewer rights. In Gamsakhurdia’s Georgia, it meant that Soviet affirmative action policies, which had protected national minorities (albeit weakly), were diluted. Logically, nonindigenous peoples, if they lacked territorial possession, could be threatened with the loss of residential rights. In Georgia, the emotional rhetoric, which preached the titular group’s rightful dominance, underscored to non-Georgians that the Georgian state was not their state. In an interview with an American journalist, Gamsakhurdia accused Azerbaijani and Ossetian immigrants of ‘stamping all over the native Georgian population's rights’, and ‘threatening Georgia's territorial integrity, the lifeblood of our citizens’.17 In a speech in the Georgian region of Kakheti, where there was a dispute with local ‘leks’ (the Georgian name for the Tsakhur and Avar peoples of Dagestan), he declared:

Kakheti has always been a very demographically pure region, where the Georgian element has always predominated and always wielded power. Now things have taken shape there in such a way that we are wondering how to save Kakheti. Tatardom is rearing its head there and measuring its strength against Kakheti, there are Leks in one place, Armenians in another, Ossetians in a third place, and they are on the point of swallowing up Kakheti…18

In power, he warned that only those who voted for the March 31st, 1991 referendum on Georgian independence would receive the right to citizenship and land ownership. Gamsakhurdia's insistence on the ideologically correct was, like Lenin’s, a policy bound to lead to resistance. The fight against internal and external enemies justified the repression of dissent, and generated a hostile campaign against alternative political ideologies whether liberal, radical, or communist. Gamsakhurdia consistently derided the so-called opposition as insignificant, a ‘minority’ with no platform; it was ‘criminal’ and ‘anti-constitutional’ – colluding with Shevardnadze and other conspirators in Moscow.19

Like populists everywhere, Gamsakhurdia thrived on crises, although his inability to manage them was what eventually brought him down. In time of war, Gamsakhurdia could argue that unity was paramount, that pluralist structures and group interests were secondary to state survival. Lenin's dictum that production came before democracy was echoed by Gamsakhurdia’s view (although there is no evidence that he said it publicly) that democracy was secondary to state independence. Gamsakhurdia’s declaration that one has to be ‘like a drawn sword, a sharp blade, and not a frightened man’ is uncannily reminiscent of Lenin's own sentiments, although Gamsakhurdia was inspired by Revelations.20 Conflict gave power to Gamsakhurdia: he represented unity against the forces of separatism and regionalism. Ernesto Laclau, in his study of populism, calls these sorts of arguments the ‘simplification of political space’.21 A popular struggle unites around a single issue and political complexity is replaced by a vision of ‘them and us’. In Gamsakhurdia’s Georgia, ‘them’ were intellectuals, experts, outsiders, and imperialists united by their exploitation of the ‘people’. They threatened the organic unity of the community, and in Gamsakhurdia’s mind, metamorphosized into a grand conspiracy.22 In September 1991, he included among an oppositionist ‘junta’:

people who bear a grudge against the republic’s leadership and who have lost their high posts, their relatives, that section of the intelligentsia that enjoyed privileges under the communist regime, the corrupt communist mafia, a section of the youth that has been led astray by the propaganda of the so-called National Congress, and also by the criminal group mkhedrioni.23

Distrust of the opposition reflected not only Gamsakhurdia's personality but also the divisions within Georgian society. In his early months in office, Gamsakhurdia had almost universal support, but the core of his active followers, who dominated parliament and occupied executive positions, were not members of the traditional cultural, political, and academic elites. They were considered ‘parvenus’ or ‘provincials’ by the established Georgian intelligentsia, which resented the loss of its own voice as the conscience of the people. When the old cultural elites opposed the new government’s authoritarian policies, Gamsakhurdia and his followers had no hesitation in branding them a ‘nomenklatura intelligentsia’ tainted by their privileges under the old communist regime. They were elitist, out of touch with the ordinary man, too sophisticated and Westernized, severed from ‘real’ Georgian values embodied by ordinary people.24 The universities became targets, and when the government felt particularly vulnerable in October and November 1991, busloads of provincial supporters, resembling the ‘descamisados’ in Argentina under Peron, were ferried into Tbilisi to defend the parliament building. Gamsakhurdia, due to his father’s origins in Samegrelo in western Georgia, had strong Mingrelian support.

Edward Shils argues populism is ‘a phenomenon of the tension between metropolis and province’. Regional loyalties and the metropolitan–rural divide were significant factors in Georgia’s internal conflicts. In the autumn of 1991 during the siege of Government House, Gamsakhurdia’s opponents flew the Tbilisi city flag alongside the Georgian banner on their barricades. In September, Gamsakhurdia’s supporters launched a new slogan: ‘Residents of Tbilisi, get out of town’. That same month, as violence escalated, Gamsakhurdia referred to shooting ‘aimed at non-Tbilisians in the name of Tbilisians’.25 Jaba Ioseliani blamed Gamsakhurdia for ‘the village opposing the town’.26 The presidential election results earlier that year in May 1991 showed that, proportionately, the urban centers of Tbilisi and Batumi cast the least number of votes for Gamsakhurdia, and the opposition candidates gained most in Tbilisi’s posh residential districts of Vake and Mtatsminda. Many in the provinces resented the privileges enjoyed by the capital. Tbilisi, like primate cities in the Third World, was separated from the ‘rest’ by a social and economic chasm. It absorbed the lion’s share of resources and dictated policies in the countryside.

The urban–rural divide was interwoven with other social rifts; Gamsakhurdia’s core support came from the underprivileged under communism. Gamsakhurdia had particular strength among women, low-status white-collar employees (including teachers), workers, and pensioners. Liberated by the breakdown of old hierarchies, and resentful of the traditional differentiation of power and privilege, they approved of Gamsakhurdia's ‘leveling’ of the old metropolitan elites. Gamsakhurdia's emphasis on the ‘man in the street’ was complemented by an appeal to Georgia’s heroic past. Gamsakhurdia, who admired Georgia’s chivalric medieval heroes, saw himself as a successor to the Christian Georgian kings who had rid the country of foreign yokes or expunged alien elements from Georgian territory. In an article eulogizing his novelist father, he listed among his models great names from the Georgian past:

Konstantine Gamsakhurdia’s heroes sacrifice themselves, first and foremost, to the service of social ideals. They are devoid of any concern for their personal happiness or ego. The great master Arsakidze, David the Builder, Giorgi Chqondideli … are they not all sacrifices on the altar of the fatherland? Do they not prove by their loyalty to social ideals their loyalty to the most important commandments of Christ.27

The restoration of past glories and lost traditions blossomed under Gamsakhurdia. It began with the revival of national symbols, festivals, and Georgian street names, but rapidly became a passion in every area of political life. Gamsakhurdia’s government promoted the nationalization of education and in its first acts after coming to power restored the flag, anthem, and emblem of the Georgian Democratic Republic (1918–21). It equated the Georgian Orthodox Church with Georgian nationhood and encouraged its evangelical activities in non-Georgian areas. The Georgian language was glorified – Gamsakhurdia called it ‘a Lazarus among languages’ immortal and divine – and the settlement of Georgians in non-Georgian areas was promoted by the state.28 Gamsakhurdia’s rhetoric emphasized rebirth and resurrection, the antique purity of Georgian culture, and the unbroken connection of Georgians to their ancestors. In his popular pamphlet, ‘Georgia's Spiritual Mission’, delivered at an anthroposophical festival at Tbilisi’s Philharmonia Hall in 1990, he described the origins of Georgian civilization in messianic terms. He linked Georgians with the ‘white race’ of Jupiter, viewed ancient Colchis as a foundation of Hellenic culture, and argued Achilles was a representative of the ‘kartvelian (i.e. Georgian-SFJ) people’. He confirmed the view of Georgian religious and hagiographic texts that Georgia occupied a select place in the development of Christianity, including a special relationship with the Mother of God. Gamsakhurdia’s vision of the country’s past – a powerful Christian state led by Georgians – underpinned his ideal of a ‘herrenvolk democracy’ in which the spiritually and culturally superior Georgians had privileged access to state power.

A major feature of almost all populist movements is the concentration of power in the leader. The development of a charismatic ‘cult of personality’ is paralleled by government-sponsored rallies and demonstrations. Gamsakhurdia, in contrast to most of the newly independent Central European leaders who promoted parliamentary systems, urged a strong presidency. His own leadership models were Ronald Reagan and General de Gaulle. He argued that Georgian national characteristics required strong presidential government: ‘a parliamentary republic here would mean the ruin of the nation and of parliament … Presidential rule is the only means of salvation for our people. There should be a strong president and strong presidential rule … without this, Georgia cannot exist …’29

Gamsakhurdia advocated an activist state. The government, inexperienced, and aware of the negative impact of unemployment and price rises on public support, retained the old bureaucratic apparatus to maintain controls, subsidies, and employment. In May 1991, Gamsakhurdia reduced prices on transport and bread. Despite a public commitment to the market, government monopolies remained intact, and minerals, strategic industries, and land remained ‘nationalized’. Fearful that privatization would lead to non-Georgian ownership, Gamsakhurdia’s first step in the countryside was to convert collective farms into state farms, not to private holdings. Arguably, such interventionist policies were determined by the economy’s weakness. Privatization legislation was introduced but the state was the only real source of revenue. There was no foreign aid, no private capital or indigenous bourgeoisie, and no foreign or domestic experts to instruct the government how to proceed. Gamsakhurdia was in a very different situation from Georgian leaders today.

Retaining Soviet economic structures was the path of least resistance, a low-risk policy at a time of rapid political change. Some in Gamsakhurdia’s entourage, such as his last prime minister Besarion Gugushvili, developed a theory of state capitalism, and in his August 1991 economic program expostulated on the tired theory of convergence.30 Gamsakhurdia cited Ronald Reagan on the virtues of capitalism, but seemed to have an instinctual aversion to the market. He railed against ‘bloodsuckers of the people’, such as cooperatives, which he threatened to close down for raising prices, and vetoed an initial bill on privatization, allegedly for not subordinating the Department of State Control to the President’s Office. He was hostile to joint ventures and in his inaugural presidential speech in June 1991 talked of the ‘social market’ and the need to combine social rights, including a full list of welfare provisions, with free labor.31 After 15 months in power, de-monopolization and privatization measures had not been introduced. Publishing, paper supplies to newspapers, and almost all industry remained under the control of central government. Many goods, especially staples, were not freed from price controls. The export of a wide array of food and industrial goods was forbidden or strictly regulated, giving the government de facto control of foreign trade, and increasing Georgia’s economic isolation.32 Georgia refused to sign a proposed economic agreement between the former Soviet republics in the autumn of 1991.

Was Gamsakhurdia promoting a neo-corporatist economy, or protecting Georgia’s strategic and national economic interests? What were the best policies for dealing with the drain of goods and capital from Georgia? Was it sensible to take stock and gather information on Georgian economic assets before plunging into a privatization campaign for which there was no precedent or structure in place? Whatever Gamsakhurdia’s motives for delaying economic reform, his poor understanding of the market, massive price subsidies (reducing the price of bread to four times below its cost elsewhere in the USSR), hostility toward Russia – Georgia’s main supplier of raw materials – and perverse calls for domestic strikes and rail blockades to protest Russian policies contributed to the coming economic disaster. Gamaskhurdia was governed by the Soviet habit of economic control. By August 1991, Georgia’s gross national income had declined 16.7 percent from the previous year and productivity was down 15.9 percent.33 Between 1990 and 1992 – most of it under Gamsakhurdia’s watch – monetary emissions doubled to 2.6 billion rubles. An energy crisis left strategic factories with only 15–50 percent of their energy requirement, and vehicular transport with 44 percent of its gas needs. Gamsakhurdia’s attempt to retain popular support through price controls could not hide the fact that the average Georgian’s standard of living had slumped, corruption was rife, bread and sugar were rationed, and the economy was in its deepest crisis since the 1920s.

Gamsakhurdia’s old-fashioned economics was paralleled by social conservatism. In his first address to parliament in November 1990, he declared that increased crime and other social ills in Georgia were a result of the destruction of religion. Social harmony could only be brought about by a ‘religious rebirth, the proper upbringing of youth, and the establishment of moral ideals in society’.34 Concerned with Georgians’ population decline, he urged women to return to family life and, to help them do so, reduced the marriage age for women from 18 to 16. He called for the abolition of video stores and, backed by the church, urged couples to reject divorce. Populism purports to increase the access of ordinary people to power, but in Georgia's case the mass rallies and egalitarian rhetoric were not reflected in greater participation. The concentration of power, a strong patronage system, a socially conservative ideology that encouraged women to reject politics, and a nationalist ideology that discriminated against national minorities produced an illiberal system of privilege where access to power was little better than that under communism in the mid-1980s. Gamsakhurdia followed the Aristotelian prediction of a popular democratic champion degenerating into a warring despot. The creation of a single center of authority, dependent on a charismatic individual, is not a stable source of power. It requires great political skill to maintain – including the cooptation of the bureaucracy, the military, the marginalization of the opposition, and the reconciling of reality with the population’s own expectations of a better life. It was impossible for Gamsakhurdia to accomplish all this.

THE STYLE OF GEORGIAN POPULISM

Style is important to populist leaders, and Gamasakhurdia shared a number of stylistic features with Juan Peron, Huey Long, and Hugo Chavez. He had some natural advantages. The son of a popular novelist, a teacher of philology at Tbilisi University who had translated Shakespeare and Oscar Wilde, he was Georgia's best-known human rights activist. Over six feet tall, an effective orator, and relatively young, he was driven by genuine patriotism and intense moral fervor. Initially, the media were under his control, unaccustomed to criticizing national leaders. Newspapers and TV promoted a leader cult that parodied the hyperbole that had surrounded Soviet politicians. He was acclaimed by colleagues, parliamentarians, and writers as the champion of Georgian liberty and independence, the natural successor to Georgia’s great sovereign rulers. Others claimed he was divinely appointed. He was associated with great Christian crusaders, with St George (Georgia’s patron saint), and with the Georgian literary and mythological warrior heroes from Shota Rustaveli's epic Knight in a Panther Skin. In a typical paean, the Georgian Supreme Soviet declared that ‘you [Gamsakhurdia] embody all our ancestors who were fighters for the truth’.35 His writings, Georgia-centric and deeply religious, were praised as great contributions to science.36 His picture adorned offices and homes and the media published flattering photographs of him daily – in church, addressing rallies, cradling the Georgian flag, or pensive, in Georgian national costume. One song composed at the time began ‘Zviad is Georgia/and we are all his strings …’37 It went to Gamsakhurdia’s head. Echoing Madame de Pompadour, he imagined chaos would follow his departure. His resignation would, he declared,

result in the near future in the complete disintegration and destruction of the state integrity of Georgia as such and total anarchy throughout Georgia and in particular in Tbilisi … Georgia will become a victim of total anarchy and Georgia’s existence, its future in general, will be called into question.38

Gamsakhurdia polarized political forces. His language against the opposition echoed the apocalyptic sloganeering of the 1930s in the USSR and created an atmosphere characterized by one scholar as ‘public insanity’.39 According to a parliamentary deputy, people who ‘voluntarily or involuntarily’ supported the enemy qualified as ‘enemies of the Georgian people’.40 Gamsakhurdia’s view of politics was conflictual, a zero-sum game of good versus evil. God had given Georgians a ‘great mission’ and protected their ‘rightful activity’ in the world. This moral righteousness, complemented in Gamsakhurdia’s case by a large dose of paranoia, led him to condemn his opponents as ‘enemies of the nation’, ‘agents of the Kremlin’, ‘judases’, or plain ‘criminals’.41 Like the seminarian Ioseb Jughashvili (Stalin), Gamsakhurdia used religious metaphors of ‘light’, ‘dark forces’, ‘truth’, ‘mission’, and ‘sacrifice’ and ‘blood’. The press, imitating Gamsakhurdia’s polemical style, denounced rebellious national minorities as ‘aliens’, ‘bandits’, and ‘extremists’.42 The political lexicon was infused with the words ‘exposed’, ‘putchists’, ‘reactionary forces’, ‘imperial collaborators’, and ‘disinformation’. This language, also employed by the extra-parliamentary opposition, reflected the absence of an acceptable political framework. The abusive rhetoric mobilized the population and demonized opponents. It made compromise and cooperation – necessary features of democracy – unattainable.43

The conflict with South Ossetia fuelled this rhetoric and helped Gamsakhurdia justify censorship and restrictions on public criticism. It led to the imprisonment of political opponents and journalists such as National Democratic Party leader Gia Chanturia, South Ossetian leader Torez Kulumbegov, Jaba Ioseliani, and Goga Khaindrava, a film maker and member of the opposition National Congress.44 Plots and conspiracies multiplied, rumors were generated as people waited in queues for candles, bread, and gas. Powerful figures like Shevardnadze, Gorbachev, George Bush, and US Secretary of State Jim Baker were all implicated in anti-Georgian conspiracies by Gamsakhurdia who argued that ‘everything is being instigated from Moscow’. Lists of enemies were secretly drawn up, anonymous letters denouncing the opposition were published in the press, and pictures of the slain ‘victims’ of the opposition were displayed.45

Gamsakhurdia had a symbolic understanding of democracy. He considered elections, constitutions, and a plurality of parties as sufficient. He did not understand democracy’s procedures (the rule of law), or its civic features of accommodation and inclusion. The equally inexperienced Akaki Asatiani, Gamsakhurdia’s chair of the Supreme Soviet, reminded legislators that their function was law-making, not ‘monitoring the executive bodies’.46

Gamsakhurdia took the massive margin of his victory in the first presidential elections of May 1991 – his nearest rival received 8.1 percent compared to Gamsakhurdia’s 86 percent – as a mandate to govern alone. It was a fatal conceit. He believed he could change the constitution and criminal law code at will. He extended the period of detention without charge from three to nine months to keep dissenters in jail, issued presidential decrees overriding legislative acts, removed ministers who failed to show sufficient personal loyalty, and centralized power in his own office.47 The government used referenda, letter-writing campaigns by factory workers and peasants, or loyal national minorities to demonstrate popular support. Independence in April 1991, for example, followed the March 31st referendum in which 89.7 percent of eligible electors – including non-Georgians but excluding most Abkhazians and South Ossetians who boycotted the vote – demanded separation from the USSR.48 By using such techniques, the government created an emotionally charged atmosphere in which any opposition was considered disloyal. The reduced scope for a loyal opposition created the very disloyalty Gamsakhurdia feared, and sackings among his own close circle reduced the incentives for allegiance. In the end, Gamsakhurdia’s style – his autocratic behavior, intervention in ministerial affairs, political incompetence, and his alienation of the West – undermined the new elite’s own security and led to bureaucratic strata and the extra-parliamentary opposition combining in a powerful coalition against him.

THE POLICIES OF GEORGIAN POPULISM

Gamsakhurdia was an effective revolutionary, but an ineffective state builder. Despite a promising economic program on paper, he was focused on its symbolic attributes. His first acts as chairman of the Supreme Soviet were the elimination of all references to ‘Soviet’ in the constitution. Gamsakhurdia gave little thought to the implementation of his policies. He believed appeals to world leaders would alert the West and bring aid. He had no strategy – nor did anyone else in Georgia – for institutional development, and he was unable to create state bodies with authority, legitimacy or the capacity to execute policies. Even with popular support, without a well-ordered state, successful economic reform, and the rule of law, democracy was impossible to implement.

Why was Gamsakhurdia’s government unable to create a stable state in Georgia? First, there was the inheritance that Alexander Motyl calls ‘post-totalitarian ruin’ – enfeebled state structures without the power to extract resources, control territory, or establish rewards for citizens.49 Second, there was the ‘stateness’ problem or the lack of consent about who belonged to the new state. Georgia had to deal with what Rogers Brubaker terms ‘external national homelands’ or the claims of neighboring states (Russia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan) to protect and even reincorporate their ethnic or linguistic kin.50 Third, it was Gamsakhurdia’s poor leadership. He was unable to transform himself from revolutionary to politician and maintain a coalition of interests. Compared to the Communist party’s careful balancing of office holders, Gamsakhurdia’s appointments seemed random, designed to antagonize important groups he needed to govern. His anti-Russian radicalism gained him core support among frustrated Georgians, but alienated support among the intelligentsia, national minorities, and antagonized a Russian neighbor who under Gorbachev was willing to compromise. Fourth, there were the patronage and nepotistic qualities of neo-patrimonialism, which undermined institutional authority and promoted private over national interests. Finally, there was the disastrous economic situation. Tengiz Sigua, former Director of the Georgian Academy of Sciences’ Metallurgical Institute and Gamsakhurdia’s new prime minister, at the opening session of the newly elected Georgian Supreme Soviet in November 1990 painted a grim picture of coming unemployment, inflation, budget deficits, and energy shortages.51 The following July, figures showed a 25 percent decline in manufacturing due to the collapse of fuel supplies, energy and raw materials.52

All the problems of Georgian statehood do not lead to Gamsakhurdia’s door. He faced opponents who, like himself, had a superficial understanding of democratic rules. At times, Gamsakhurdia displayed greater pragmatism than his opponents and, in less critical circumstances, he might have pursued a more moderate path. Unlike the ‘irreconcilables’, Gamsakhurdia was prepared to use Soviet institutions, although he urged their eventual demolition. The Round Table–Free Georgia’s electoral platform, though it denied the legality of Soviet power and gave a prominent place to religion in political life, advocated a long period of adjustment to independence and to the market. During this time, old Soviet laws would continue to operate alongside new Georgian ones.53 Only after prolonged legislative preparation, democratic elections, and recognition by the international community, Georgia would declare independence. There was no witch hunt of communists as in Croatia and Bulgaria, and many ex-communists remained in Gamsakhurdia’s administration. In June 1991, the government passed a citizenship law, which, in contrast to those of Latvia and Estonia, gave citizenship to all those living in the republic without lengthy residential prerequisites. Children born of non-citizens on Georgian territory were granted citizenship.54 In his inaugural speech in June 1991 to the Georgian Supreme Soviet, the rabble-rousing revolutionary was briefly eclipsed by a president guaranteeing non-Georgians full cultural protections.55 The following September, Gamsakhurdia established a consociationalist system in Abkhazia, giving the minority Abkhazians in the autonomous republic a plurality of seats in the legislature. He sought compromise on the South Ossetian issue with Boris Yeltsin, then chairman of the RSFSR Supreme Soviet. In March 1991, he and Yeltsin signed the ‘Qazbegi Compromise’, which promised the creation of a joint Russian-Georgian militia force to disarm illegal groups in South Ossetia. These policies suggest Gamsakhurdia was not an irredeemable fanatic.

But despite semidecent laws on citizenship, the press, political associations, and the judiciary – which laid the minimal legislative groundwork for a ‘Rechtstaat’ – there was continuing emphasis on executive controls. The Ministry of Justice, for example, could refuse to grant a party registration if it interfered ‘with the normal working of state organs’. The Procurator General could suspend a party for three months if it ‘crudely broke its own rules’. The law on the press prohibited censorship and guaranteed the right to distribute newspapers in all languages in the republic. But it permitted the prosecution of newspapers for ‘spreading facts not corresponding to reality’, and in the May 1991 presidential elections, Gamsakhurdia forbade all opposition candidates’ access to the government press.56 Such vague clauses in the legislation, and illegal government pressures, reflected Gamsakhurdia’s own inability to overcome his Soviet habits.

The new Georgian constitution – the Soviet original with amendments – declared the state to be the representative of the nation's general will and a bulwark against separatist tendencies. Chapters three and five were devoted, among other things, to the spiritual, moral, and educational welfare of its citizens, and to the importance of motherhood. There was a new emphasis on the rights of worker collectives, on popular control over government, and on civil and welfare rights such as a minimum wage and free health care. But these populist causes of ‘empowerment’ were contradicted by laws on the Presidency and Prefecture, both of which concentrated power in the center. The prefects, introduced in February 1991 to establish central control over the regions, were appointed jointly by the President's Office and the Supreme Soviet. Directly responsible to the president, they controlled the police and supervised local administration including the budget. They had considerable powers over the locally elected body, the sakrebulo. The latter barely functioned and prefects rapidly acquired a reputation for arrogance and corruption. In reality, the authority of the regional Communist party secretary was transferred to the prefect. Patterns of authority continued to revolve around personalities and patronage systems.57

The law on the Presidency, passed unanimously by a docile parliament in April 1991, a few days after the declaration on Georgia’s independence, was an example of Gamsakhurdia’s emphasis on central control. Based on the French presidential system, it gave Gamsakhurdia a popular mandate independent of parliament. As president, he was given an enormous range of powers. With the ‘agreement’ of the Supreme Soviet (it is unclear whether this allowed for a parliamentary veto), he could appoint and dismiss the prime minister, his cabinet, the top judiciary, and leading diplomats. The president had the right to chair cabinet meetings (i.e. set the agenda) and annul its decisions. His veto of a bill could be overturned by a two-thirds parliamentary majority, but the president could then dismiss the parliament or call a referendum. As commander in chief, Gamsakhurdia had control over the National Guard and military appointments; he could declare states of emergency during which time he could issue decrees without immediate parliamentary approval. In addition, in a July 1991 amendment, he was given the right to suspend the laws, decrees, and instructions of the autonomous republics and regions. The president could serve unlimited terms and was impeachable by three-fourths of the parliamentary vote.58 As the challenge to Gamsakhurdia’s regime became deadly serious in the fall of 1991, he increased his presidential powers. In September 1991, the Ministries of Internal and Foreign Affairs, the KGB, and the Ministries of Justice and Defense were directly subordinated to the Presidential Office.59

Gamsakhurdia’s legislative program, although largely unimplemented, was essentially democratic. The most serious obstacle was not vague language and legal loopholes, but poor understanding of the democratic process. The liberal press law in the end failed to protect the independence of the media. Independent newspapers continued to publish, but Gamsakhurdia transformed the press into a government mouthpiece by public threats to disloyal journalists at mass rallies, or by forced newspaper closures due to ‘paper shortages’. He transferred institutional responsibility for the newspaper Tbilisi, run by the city mayor, to his own office. He appointed the editors of the major government newspapers and the director of Georgian TV. By the winter of 1991, there were only a handful of independent papers. The Russian newspapers Novaia Gazeta (formerly Molodezh Gruzii) and akhalgazrdra iverieli (formerly akhalgazrda komunisti) were closed down in the fall of 1991, and a number of journalists were jailed.60 In August 1991, after the Moscow putsch, unfriendly Russian newspapers were banned for one month, and foreign correspondents were physically attacked by Gamsakhurdia supporters. In September 1991, almost 200 TV journalists struck to protest unofficial censorship and ‘Bolshevik-like methods’ employed by the television management.

Gamsakhurdia’s treatment of the parliament and judiciary was cavalier. He declared in June 1991 that ‘a vote of confidence by the whole people is preferable to a vote of confidence by parliament’.61 Before nationwide presidential elections on May 26th, the Supreme Soviet had unanimously elected Gamsakhurdia president in April. Parliament regularly ratified major constitutional changes and legally questionable acts. In August 1991, the legislators had no compunction suspending 64 Georgian Communist party members from parliament.62 Regardless of a legal requirement stipulating parliamentary ratification for the introduction of emergency measures, in September 1991, Gamsakhurdia was able to create a National Security Council with extraordinary powers. He suspended the law on political associations in November, dismissed the procurator general, and declared a state of emergency in Tbilisi without consulting parliament. The Supreme Court and the Committee for the Supervision of the Constitution provided no protection for Gamsakhurdia’s opponents. Neither one of them protested the expulsion of communist deputies from parliament, the arrest of opposition members, or the crude manipulation of the law, such as the extension of imprisonment without charge from three to nine months to prevent the release of Gia Chanturia from prison.63 There was neither vertical accountability from an inexperienced and disorganized populace nor horizontal accountability from newly constituted institutions deferential to executive authority. Murman Omanidze, Gamsakhurdia’s former foreign minister, described the later Gamsakhurdia period as ‘a real dictatorship’. It was, he said, ‘one-person rule, the usurpation of power by one individual, completely, absolutely. Whose Supreme Soviet was it, whose government? Nothing belonged to anybody. He [Gamsakhurdia] decided everything himself’.64

The irony was that the more power Gamsakhurdia accumulated, the less powerful he became. Abuse of the law undermined his own legitimacy. By fall 1991, his authority was largely restricted to the central districts of Tbilisi and to some loyal prefects. His clumsy handling of Western powers added to disillusion among Georgia’s elites. Gamsakhurdia’s foreign policy was a mix of pragmatism, chauvinism, and anti-communism. It was intimately connected to his domestic policy. His inability to solve the national minority problem at home, for example, made Georgia vulnerable to interference from abroad, stimulated hostility among neighboring states, and undermined his relationship with the West. His policies toward South Ossetia were interpreted by Western powers as contravening human rights, and his inability to control Georgian territory discouraged international recognition. Georgia was the only former Soviet republic at the end of 1991 that had not received de jure recognition from the majority of Western powers.

Gamsakhurdia’s antagonistic relations with Russia completed Georgia’s isolation. The Soviet Union, as the former imperial power, was a scapegoat for Georgia’s ills. Gamsakhurdia exploited Georgians’ historical sense of victimization. But he faced a dilemma: how could he combine radical nationalism at home with economic support from the former colonial center? One hundred percent of Georgian grain, gas, and oil came from the north. Sixty-one percent of Georgia’s fruit and vegetables, 60 percent of its wine and 93 percent of its cognac went to the Union, the bulk of it to Russia.65 Gamsakhurdia began his term of office by recognizing the need for a gradual and ‘civilized’ disengagement from the USSR. He was pragmatic enough to negotiate economic and political accords with Yeltsin’s Russia and with other former Soviet republics, including the neighboring states of Armenia and Azerbaijan despite his deep suspicion of both states’ territorial pretensions against Georgia. But within six months of his election in October 1990, Gamsakhurdia declared Georgian independence regardless of the implications for Georgian–Russian relations and for trade with the rest of the USSR.

Gamsakhurdia followed an unusual pattern among radical anticolonial leaders. He moved from accommodation to rejection of the former colonial power. His government’s relations with the USSR were a perpetual crisis: there was conflict over secessionist South Ossetia and Abkhazia, over the Georgian boycott of Gorbachev’s all-Union referendum, and over his government’s refusal to join the Union treaty. Georgia’s condemnation of the USSR as an occupying force, the defense of Georgian over all-Union law, the ‘nationalization’ of the KGB in November 1990, and the refusal to let Soviet troops participate in elections were all reasonable acts for a national government – but Gamsakhurdia’s decision in September 1991 to break off official relations with the Soviet Union for its refusal to recognize Georgian independence only intensified Georgia’s isolation and Gamsakhurdia’s problems.

Gamsakhurdia, naively, believed that Christian Georgia was from ancient times part of the European civilization, and this gave Georgia a place at the European table. ‘We Georgians have always had a European orientation’, he declared, ‘we want to be part of the common European home’.66 Muslims, on the other hand, were the classic ‘other’, a threat to Georgian cultural survival. Gamsakhurdia envisaged the West as a new patron for independent Georgia, but in August 1991, after President Bush’s ‘Chicken Kiev’ speech to the Ukrainian Supreme Soviet, which pointedly condemned ‘suicidal nationalism based upon ethnic hatred’ and offered US support for Gorbachev’s draft Union treaty, Gamsakhurdia accused Bush of supporting ‘communism, tyranny, and mock reforms’.67 Instead of seeking Western patronage, he turned to regional support. He promoted the idea of a common Caucasian civilization and proposed a Caucasian People’s Forum.68 He developed especially close relations with the Chechen–Ingush autonomous republic. This alliance with traditional Muslim enemies, and what Tengiz Sigua called Georgia’s progressive ‘Albanianization’ under Gamsakhurdia, alienated Georgia’s business and foreign policy elites, concerned not only with entry into the international community, but also with trade with Russia. The absence of Western support was crucial to the Georgian elites’ disillusionment and the president’s political demise.

THE END

In the fall of 1991, cumulative political crises led to the beginning of the end of Gamsakhurdia’s regime. In response to the August putsch in Moscow, Gamsakhurdia, based on his own fears about the power of the National Guard, demoted it to a subunit of the Special Purpose Militia Detachment (OMON) and dismissed its commander Tengiz Kitovani, allegedly to protect it from attack by Soviet forces.69 Kitovani, a former sculptor and old school friend of Gamsakhurdia, refused to submit. He led a loyal section of the 15,000 member National Guard (he was known as ‘batia’ or ‘little father’ by his followers) into the forests of the Rkoni valley 40 kilometers north of Tbilisi. He was joined by Gamsakhurdia’s prime minister Tengiz Sigua, who before the August putsch had already threatened to resign. Gamsakhurdia retaliated by transforming the KGB into a National Security Department, and, later in September, into a ministry. In September, Gamsakhurdia created the National Security Council, consisting of law enforcement agencies and his close advisors.70

These institutional changes, Gamsakhurdia’s appeals for unity, and the restoration of the National Guard’s status did not bring the Guard to heel. On September 2nd an opposition rally outside kinos sakhli, a famous downtown Tbilisi landmark, ended in bloodshed when government forces fired on the crowd. For Georgians, after so many imagined decades of solidarity against the distant colonial center, this was traumatic. Georgians were firing on Georgians. It hardened opposition and deepened popular disenchantment. Barricades went up on Rustaveli Prospect, parliament was temporarily suspended, and on September 11th, 27 political parties and organizations that had been at each other’s throats a few months before united around a call for the president’s resignation.71 Gamsakhurdia’s role as ‘father of the nation’ was no longer defensible. Gamsakhurdia was seriously weakened by the September events, but blamed the extra-parliamentary opposition and urged Georgians to ‘liquidate’ the bandits. This veiled incitement to civil war and his demonization of the opposition increased the latter’s determination to resist.

Over the next three months, Gamsakhurdia’s power disintegrated. It was clear, as each round of negotiations with the opposition failed, that Gamsakhurdia had little political, economic, or military support. He appealed for compromise and unity, but brought in supporters from the provinces who set up tents and camped in front of Government House. His base, the Round Table–Free Georgia coalition, split. Former Gamsakhurdia loyalists established Charter 91 – The Defense of Universal Civil Peace in Georgia. A deliberate reference to the Czechoslovak human rights organization, Charter 77, this new parliamentary faction ended the legislature’s mindless unanimity. With the Patriarch’s endorsement, Charter 91 condemned the ‘barracks discipline in public life’ and demanded ‘an end to the suppression of free thought and expression’.72 In October, a number of relatively moderate parties including the Popular Front, the Greens, and the Republican Party created the Democratic Movement of Georgia; one of its goals was to replace the presidential system with a parliamentary one. Real debates followed in the parliamentary chamber. Mass deputy walkouts showed that Gamsakhurdia had lost control over this previously supine body. Rustaveli Prospect filled up with hunger strikers, antigovernment banners, and demonstrations. Bullhorns and speeches echoed into the night. Barricades made up of cars, boxes, and piping were erected outside opposition headquarters (HQs). Gamsakhurdia remained bottled up in Government House protected by loyal National Guard members, women in black, and provincial followers camped outside the main entrance.

From September to November 1991, Tbilisi was physically divided. The opposition was ensconced in the Philharmonia Hall, Tbilisi State University, the Institute of Marxism-Leninism, and the TV studios. Mkhedrioni still used the Chess House on Ilya Chavchavadze street as its HQ. Gamsakhurdia’s forces occupied Government House and other ministerial buildings along Rustaveli Prospect. The surrounding districts of Vake and Saburtalo were largely home to the ‘red intelligentsia’ and ‘gilded youth’ that Gamsakhurdia so disliked. There were meetings, roadblocks, midnight vigils around bonfires, and, increasingly, gunfire. Workers in the blue-collar districts of Gldani, Nadzaladevi, and Didube demonstrated in favor of Gamsakhurdia.73 The city came to a standstill: few dared come out at night. On September 16th, NDP leader Gia Chanturia was dramatically removed from a plane ordered to return just after taking off for Moscow, and arrested. Other arrests followed including that of the popular TV journalist Valeri Kvaratskhelia.74 On September 21st, another bloody clash occurred; a speech by Gamsakhurdia calling for defense of the parliament was repetitively broadcast on TV. On September 25th, Gamsakhurdia declared a state of emergency in Tbilisi. Threatening to establish presidential rule and dissolve parliament, he announced a general mobilization. A battle for control of the TV studios ensued; journalists joined the opposition and called for the dismissal of the director general of state TV. Kitovani’s National Guard reentered Tbilisi and more busloads of Gamsakhurdia supporters arrived from the provinces. There were a number of opportunities for accord, including a pullout by the National Guard, but by the end of September the civil war that all had feared had started. Irakli Tsereteli, leader of the National Independence Party, concluded on September 25th, that ‘either we will perish, or he [Gamsakhurdia] will’.75
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Civil war breaks out in the center of Tbilisi at the end of 1991.


The military conflict escalated dramatically in December as both sides acquired arms from the Soviet military, which was eager to exploit divisions and receive payment for doing so.76 Moscow was primarily concerned about retaining its bases in Georgia. Georgia’s fighting forces were uncoordinated and amateurish, their numbers varying between 1,000 and 3,000 on each side.77 The opposition National Guard was joined by Mkhedrioni and other smaller paramilitary groups. Jaba Ioseliani, who escaped from prison on December 27th along with Gia Chanturia, commanded the Mkhedrioni. The fighting, largely restricted to Tbilisi’s central districts, ended with the destruction of the city center. The first popularly elected non-communist president in Georgia’s history became the first ex-president after 15 months in power. That such a small and disorganized force of students, oppositionists, military volunteers, and ex-cons could overthrow the president revealed how shallow Gamsakhurdia’s authority had become.

CONCLUSION

The August 1991 putsch in Moscow sparked the revolt against Gamsakhurdia, but the rebellion had been mounting for some time. Despite suspicions that Gamsakhurdia had given into pressure from the eight-man State Committee of the State of Emergency (GKChP) in Moscow, the National Guard’s demotion was probably planned before August 19th. Gamsakhurdia’s initial public response to the putsch on August 20th, although the opposition claimed it showed unforgivable weakness, was firm enough. It did not openly condemn the GKChP, but it defended Georgia’s right to independence and a democratic system.78

Gamsakhurdia’s fall was the result of a cluster of both long-term and contingent factors. Fundamentally, he had been unable to bring the country’s social and political forces into the state-building process. The emotional surge of national unity in 1990–1 was temporary, characterized by euphoria rather than a sense of common national purpose. The multiethnic nature of Georgia, combined with its neo-patrimonial traditions and the absence of national institutions, created a society without shared political values or learned norms of tolerance. Social interdependence – what George Herbert Mead referred to decades ago as a mutual ‘conversation of gestures’ – was weak.79 The USSR had produced a privatized society in Georgia with a population deeply distrustful of the state. It had prevented the growth of autonomous interest groups and parties, and inhibited habits of political accommodation. The USSR promoted hero worship, glorified state power, and deepened secretive collusion among groups at all levels. Gamsakhurdia was part of this odd political culture, which fused modern and pre-modern features. He could have begun its transformation by example and cooperation, but in the context of delirious slogans, revolutionary struggle, and hostile opponents, his only mechanisms of control were the customary forms of Soviet rule. There were no institutions or representative parties in place to mediate a new democratic politics, the rules of which few, in any case, understood.

Rapid and disruptive change along with economic decline made institution building in Georgia extraordinarily difficult. Systemic legitimacy was focused on the president, but as Gamsakhurdia’s policy failures accumulated, there were no other mechanisms to uphold the institutions of the republic. A good example was the National Guard, Gamsakhurdia’s nemesis. He failed to foster a professional army; instead, he relied on a colorful caudillo to lead a rag tag militia, despite the availability of a number of Georgian generals. He encouraged the National Guard’s involvement in domestic politics. The National Guard, which Gamsakhurdia created in December 1990 (named a ‘Guard’ rather than an army to avert Soviet hostility), remained an amateur organization led by ‘trusted’ friends and, in common with other Georgian institutions, inherited the Soviet legacy of clientalism and personal allegiance.80 This made independent institutional chains of command over the National Guard difficult, and encouraged personal rivalry between Gamsakhurdia and Kitovani. There was an absence of what Huntington calls ‘objective’ controls over the military, or an independent and professional sphere of military power separate from civil life.81 The lack of an autonomous legislature and judiciary undermined civil defenses against the military.

Yet it was not only the weak institutional basis of the Georgian state that left the emperor without any clothes; it was also Gamsakhurdia’s style. He was a revolutionary – a natural polarizer – and an unsophisticated authoritarian who failed, in the end, to grasp Machiavelli’s pragmatic prescriptions for survival, including the need to placate rivals, ensure the security of the population, and bind powerful allies to the state. His decision to demote the National Guard in August 1991 initiated his descent to the ‘bunker’. Gamsakhurdia was living in an archaic world in which Georgians would take rightful ownership of a new ethnically based state, a concept that most European states had long abandoned in the face of globalization and mass immigration. His greatest character flaws – distrust and indecisiveness – alienated every possible group that could have helped secure his regime. This included the non-Georgian political elites, the Russian and Soviet leaderships, local Soviet troops, Western governments, the local intelligentsia, the press, students, his former colleagues whether in government or in opposition, Mkhedrioni, the National Guard, and, in the end, ordinary citizens. Both Mkhedrioni and the National Guard had been demoted on Gamsakhurdia’s orders. Mkhedrioni had its legal status revoked in the fall of 1990, and in February 1991 it was dispersed by Soviet and Georgian troops.

Neither Soviet troops nor Western governments were prepared to give aid to a president who managed to be both anti-Russian and anti-Western at the same time. His close colleagues, including the leaders of the National Guard, were less certain of their office than Stalin’s entourage had been. This was reason enough to abandon him in time of trouble. Most importantly, Gamsakhurdia faced a revolt from his clerks – the intellectuals and bureaucrats. The ‘red intelligentsia’ and party officials were antagonized by Gamsakhurdia’s antimodernist rhetoric, by increasing economic insecurity, and by threats to their livelihood and loss of influence.

Gamsakhurdia rode the wave of revolution to power in October 1990. He began the dismantling of Soviet structures and led the country to ‘independence’ in April 1991. But he was unable to build a new state. His ambitious radicalism led to a continuing revolutionary crisis. Disorder, a divided political community, and popular exhaustion with the country’s economic bedlam made the regime vulnerable to a multicolored opposition united by little else than hostility to Gamsakhurdia. Georgian paramilitaries were weak but their leaders were able to seize power because of Gamsakhurdia’s incompetence and political limitations. They did not mobilize mass support and limited their aims to the restoration of the Georgian democratic revolution. This was neither a military coup – this ‘military’ had no professional expertise or esprit de corps – nor a revolution led by politically sophisticated intellectuals. Referring to himself and Kitovani, Ioseliani declared ‘a well-known thief and an unknown sculptor [came] to power in Georgia’.82 This was a putsch of the expelled and the excluded seeking security. Frustrated youth joined the battle, seeking drama as much as anything else. The question was whether this new coalition could do any better at establishing order and creating civil politics. Don’t imagine, Ioseliani told his opponents, ‘that democracy is like eating beans’.83 Within months, the new ruling triumvirate of Jaba Ioseliani, Tengiz Kitovani, and Tengiz Sigua, was knocking at Shevardnadze’s door in Moscow, and offering the peppery dish of Georgian politics to someone more experienced.


4

The Interregnum




On March 7th, 1992, the 64-year-old pensioner Eduard Shevardnadze flew into Tbilisi. Accompanied by his wife, close advisors from the old Soviet foreign ministry, Temuri Stepanov and Sergei Tarasenko, and a gaggle of young fighters and civilians from Tbilisi, he was greeted at the airport by Jaba Ioseliani, Tengiz Kitovani, and over 2,000 supporters – mostly intelligentsia representatives bearing red carnations. In the distance were the cries of incensed Gamsakhurdia supporters, screaming abuse at the former party boss. Received in style by what looked like a relieved court of officials, Shevardnadze told a journalist that his decision to come to Georgia was the riskiest he had taken in his entire life.1 After a symbolic visit to Sioni Cathedral where he received the blessing of the Patriarch, and to the graves of martyred fighters of the ‘two-week war’ against Gamsakhurdia, he declared ‘Everything is in ruins … we must roll up our sleeves and work to get things done’.2

The former Communist party central committee building in Tbilisi, nicknamed ‘Hell’s Castle’ by Tbilisians, was a solid island of order for Shevardnadze. In one of those ironies of history that former Soviet citizens are accustomed to, Eduard Shevardnadze, Georgian party boss from 1972 to 1985, had left his country a scorned Soviet lackey who notoriously claimed that for Georgia the sun rose in the north. He returned the country’s savior. One Georgian book later described it as ‘the return of reason’.3 He was invited by the triumphant but politically inexperienced rebels – Ioseliani, Kitovani, and Tengiz Sigua – to reestablish order and keep them safe. Within three years, in yet another turn of giddy fortune’s wheel, Ioseliani and Kitovani, whom Shevardnadze had praised as ‘great statesmen’, were back in jail for fomenting rebellion. Sigua, the third in the tribune who had resisted Shevardnadze’s return, after serving 18 months as his prime minister, resigned in August 1993 and retired from politics. The newly baptized Shevardnadze (in November 1992) emerged by the fall of 1995 as the champion of democratic reform. That year, with some help from falsified returns, Georgians elected him president with 72.9 percent of the vote.

The three years between 1992 and 1995 were a chaotic interregnum between the exhausted radicalism of Gamsakhurdia’s second republic and the moderate elite-mediated politics of Shevardnadze’s fourth republic. The latter takes root in 1995 with a new constitution. But the interregnum (what I call the Third Republic) was a ‘time of troubles’ characterized by powerful paramilitaries, foreign intervention, and military crises in South Ossetia and Abkhazia. Mkhedrioni and other armed irregulars carried guns openly – in the street, in hotels, and in parliament. At night gunfire and the screech of speeding cars kept Tbilisi wide awake. The political pandemonium was reinforced by an economic crash as bad as the Weimar Republic in the 1920s. The sudden poverty, candle-lit winters, high crime, unpaid salaries, and over 15,000 percent inflation were a shock to most Georgians who remained, as usual, marginal to political decision-making. Shevardnadze, formerly foreign minister of a great power, was now the head of an economically bankrupt and peripheral state the size of West Virginia. He faced the greatest challenge of his career – the reconstitution of a social and national community. Democracy and economic reform were part of the process, but Shevardnadze’s fundamental task was to reassemble the state. Shevardnadze was many things – a political conformist, a risk taker, a communist, a nationalist, a tolerant disciplinarian, an emotional pragmatist, and a naive realist. But in 1992, he was in tune with his people; he represented order and promised peace.4

Recalling his return to Georgia in 1992, Shevardnadze draws a parallel with the political homecoming of Charles de Gaulle after the collapse of the French fourth republic in 1958.5 Like de Gaulle, Shevardnadze returned to a crippled state and a dominant military; he was compelled to take unpopular decisions to end a disastrous war (in South Ossetia) and was almost killed in the process by conspirators. Like de Gaulle, he established a new republic with a powerful presidential constitution – although it took three years – designed to increase executive power over a dysfunctional bundle of political parties. He knew, as he later admitted, what to expect: ‘so many traps, dead ends and tangled webs’.6 Shevardnadze did not bring communism or dictatorship back with him, but neither did he bring the promised democracy and national salvation.

Charles Tilly refers to three major state functions – extractive, coercive, and incorporative (integrative).7 The new Georgian government had to establish all three – revenue generation, public order (including secure borders) and citizens’ allegiance to the state (including both resentful losers and alienated national minorities). The state, as Almond and Powell put it many years ago, has to penetrate society.8 For Georgia, the results over the next three years were disastrous. The country’s fragmented elites could not resolve their fundamental differences. They had come together as anti-Zviadists, but with Zviad gone, they fell apart. They brought parliament onto the streets, unable to institutionalize their relationship with the populace.9 Shevardnadze failed to create an obedient bureaucracy to manage the state’s role in the economy. Economic liberalization, forced upon Georgia by default, did not extract resources, but encouraged their evaporation. There was no International Monetary Fund (IMF) plan for economic stabilization until the fall of 1994, and no monitoring of state institutions or of powerful political figures, who rushed headlong into the divestment of state assets. Denationalization happened spontaneously as manufacturing ceased and ownership was up for grabs. It all added up to unprecedented de-industrialization.

The state faced civil war and foreign intervention. The unsuccessful war against Abkhazian secessionists from August 1992 to September 1993, far from solidifying support for an embattled state, weakened its legitimacy and reduced its capacity for administration (the coercive problem). The state was incapable of defending its borders; it could not control crime or the growth of corruption. Public confidence plummeted as the government failed to pay salaries and pensions, or maintain adequate schools and hospitals. This was survival politics at its most intense; without public support or the capacity to implement its policies, the Georgian state could not reform. Unable to control regions outside the capital, the state depended on local notables and warlords to implement its policies, and they in turn illegally extracted their ‘salaries’ from state resources. It was an environment in which corruption and coercion paired well. Shevardnadze urged reconciliation: he offered rebels jobs, cajoled students, announced amnesties, espoused tolerance, raised wages, and started negotiations with separatists (the problem of integration). But in a moment of bitter reflection and in the midst of war in Abkhazia in the summer of 1992, he confessed, ‘I should not have come … it was swimming against the tide …’10

NEW CHALLENGES

The most pressing problem was establishing peace. The country in 1992 was ruled by warlords, in particular by Mkhedrioni and the National Guard, which between them had controlled the newly constituted Military Council, the black economy, and most of the regions. Mopping up operations against ‘Zviadists’ instilled an atmosphere of fear. Dangerous amateur soldiers returned home. Next was the establishment of a recognizable state. No reform or state-building was possible without stable borders and a defined national territory. This was a difficult task in a multinational community torn apart by the Gamsakhurdia experience. Despite a liberal law on citizenship, Gamsakhurdia had called into question non-Georgians’ membership of the nation. Agreement on Georgia’s territorial organization – unitary, decentralized, or federal – and on who belonged was by mid-1995 still unsettled. Distrust of national minorities led to the continual postponement of local elections, and it hampered privatization and land distribution.

Reconciliation was a priority. The ex-president’s supporters were hostile and, given their regional concentration in Samegrelo, dangerous. The legitimacy of the new government, which had illegally overthrown a democratically elected president, needed to be built. This meant institutionalization: new laws on citizenship, privatization, local government, the judiciary, elections, parliament, and the executive. Gamsakhurdia had left a jerry-built constitution, half Soviet, half Georgian; his multiple presidential decrees and orders had discredited the legislature and its laws. Disentangling them and overcoming the ‘enforcement gap’ between laws and their execution was a priority. There was also a desperate need for economic stability. Gamsakhurdia had resisted economic reform, and there had been a precipitate decline in all major economic indicators. Without measures to improve health, pensions, salaries, and crime, or at least some hope of change in these areas, popular support was unlikely. The legitimacy of new regimes is often fragile; Shevardnadze could claim experience, but wealth generation and order were more important.

An effective foreign policy that would improve trade relations and stability at home was required: this meant friendly relations with Russia, and recognition and investment from the West. And then there was the problem of Shevardnadze himself. There were deeply ambivalent attitudes toward Shevardnadze after his long tenure as Georgian party boss. Such attitudes reinforced fears of a repeat dictatorship. His relations with tribune member Kitovani were not good as a result of his decision as Georgia’s former minister of internal affairs to sentence Kitovani to 15 years for a serious motor accident.11 Shevardnadze was also considered pro-Russian. All this weakened his capacity to take unpopular policy decisions. On the other side, Shevardnadze’s role in the dismantling of the Soviet empire created anti-Shevardnadze feeling in influential Russian circles, especially among the military. This made his personality an issue in Georgian–Russian relations.

A deeper problem was the persistent clash between opposing conceptions of national and political community. When Gamsakhurdia fled, his ideas about nationhood did not disappear. Divisive debates continued over citizenship, the role of the church, and the constitution. The USSR, despite its emphasis on a cultural concept of nationhood, promoted modern, nonsectarian values of civic equality, secularism, and urbanism. But they never fully penetrated Georgian society (or Russian society, for that matter). The communist elite – apparatchiki like Shevardnadze or intellectual fellow travelers like the novelist Guram Panjikidze and film director Eldar Shengelaia – were proponents of a modern secular nation. But much of Georgia’s population, particularly those living in the provinces, were barely touched by the globalizing world, and when they were, they felt threatened by it. Many were attached, like their former hero Gamsakhurdia, to a romantic, premodern, and transcendent view of the nation. Their focus, as in pre-Soviet times, was on family, and on the idealized glories of the past. An address to the ‘Georgian Nation’ in 2001, signed by prominent intellectuals, warned of the dangers of secularization for the Georgian people: ‘The Georgian gene-pool, the Orthodox faith, the Georgian Church, the family, the individual, traditions, the country’s economy, its learning, and culture are being deliberately destroyed’.12 This division into traditional and secular views of the nation is not always clear – most Georgians combine both – but it was a real cultural schism in the 1990s, and it had serious implications for Georgian nation building.13

To be successful democratic state builders, Georgia’s new leaders had to transform this cultural schism into consensual rule-structured contests. They had to propagate new political values. Shevardnadze, within the constraints of economic collapse and war, attempted to introduce a moderate and less chiliastic form of nationalism. He ended the excesses of popularly driven democratization that under Gamsakhurdia had led to direct action and violence. His aim was to mediate the popular will through parliament, but he could only achieve this by a pact with his new partners – Jaba Ioseliani and Tengiz Kitovani – and through the neutralization of radical opponents. To do this, he reincorporated former elites – his old Communist party colleagues – along with young Western-oriented activists who had led the charge against Gamsakhurdia.14 The Citizens’ Union of Georgia, a new party created in November 1993 and chaired by Shevardnadze, promoted a policy of civic accord and the rule of law. Designed to integrate ex-communists and younger ‘post-communists’, it rapidly became a mechanism for distributing political and economic rewards for supporters of the new regime. Shevardnadze emphasized accommodation with Russia and South Ossetia, and the inclusion of opposition forces into the new governing structures. This was a different style of leadership, based on coalitions, pacts, and manipulation rather than dictate, division, and dominion. Shevardnadze’s coalition-building strategies reflected a postradical stage of state-building. A new vocabulary emerged – words like ‘interdependence’, ‘civil society’, and ‘reconciliation’, replaced Gamsakhurdian phrases of ‘agent of dark forces’ and ‘red intelligentsia’.15 It was, as one Western witness put it, ‘the word against the sword’.16

On August 4th, 1992, the newly formed Georgian State Council published a Manifesto of Reconciliation and amnestied all oppositionists imprisoned between January and June 1992. April 9th was declared the ‘Day of National Unity, Civil Consent and Commemoration of those Fallen for the Motherland’.17 The ethos of radical social transformation was replaced by gradualism, and Gamsakhurdia’s rejection of privatization of land and industry was reversed, a recognition of the Georgian state’s need to offer all citizens a part of the pie. Nationalist isolationism became a negative quality, and if Georgia under the communist Shevardnadze had turned its face to the north, under the post-communist Shevardnadze it turned to the West, a source of economic aid and foreign investment.

BUILDING THE STATE

The immediate obstacle to national unity and effective statehood was Georgia’s paramilitaries. Like Al Capone and the Chicago gangs, they were undisciplined, amateurish, and disunited, but as Samuel Huntington caustically stated, ‘when nothing else is turned up, clubs come up trumps’.18 After January 1992, Georgian paramilitaries held state power, but this brief experience showed both their lack of professionalism and their inability to govern. The paramilitaries were civilians. They were colorful caudillos like Tengiz Kitovani and Jaba Ioseliani, artists, writers, excitable youth from Vake and Saburtalo, drug addicts, and ex-cons.19 Ioseliani, an intelligent and impressive-looking man with an ironic smile constantly playing on his lips, was 66 in 1992. First imprisoned at 16 and later sentenced to 25 years for armed robbery, he became a major figure in Russia’s criminal world as a ‘thief-in-law’ (kanonieri kurdi).20 After gaining respectability in Tbilisi as a professor of theater (an appropriate calling for this flamboyant man), he founded Mkhedrioni in August 1989 to defend the ‘peaceful population’.21 Tengiz Kitovani, a sculptor who had also spent time in prison, was a slower-moving thug who retained command of the National Guard. Both men and their organizations were vital to the physical survival of the Georgian state in 1992–3, but by 1994 they threatened its destruction. They sustained a system of power based on informal and uncodified obligations. The struggle for control had no institutional framework, and economic and political spoils were shared among powerful warlords, each with his own network. The population was marginalized; the Soviet colonial legacy had left no autonomous sphere for civilian politics. At the same time, there was wealth locked up in state resources – factories, real estate, and military equipment – that was worth fighting for. The result was a period of locust-like thievery that left Georgia denuded of manufacturing capacity, a position from which it has still not recovered. Yet the Georgian leaders’ need for legitimacy and international recognition led them to public support of democracy and an acceptance of civilian government from the very beginning.

A Military Council was created in December 1991, a few days before Gamsakhurdia’s flight. The second of four governments in Georgia in 1992, its self-declared mission was to introduce economic reform and maintain order until new elections. It was advised by a Political Consultative Council consisting of all parties and associations that wished to participate – ‘all minus one’ – as Ioseliani put it (the ‘one’ was Gamsakhurdia). In a gesture of inclusiveness, former pro-Gamsakhurdia parties and non-Georgians were invited to join. A provisional government under the leadership of Tengiz Sigua, Gamsakhurdia’s ex-prime minister, was quickly established. Ministers were appointed if they had an ‘… honest record and the recommendations of acquaintances’. The new regime drew heavily on the former party nomenklatura. However, this was not a communist resurgence: Georgia’s former communist bureaucrats were willing nationalists.
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James Baker III, US secretary of state, arrives on May 25th, 1992, greeted by members of the Presidium of the State Council. Fourth from left, Tengiz Kitovani, deputy prime minister; to his left, Vice-Chairman Jaba Ioseliani; James Baker III at the microphone; fourth to his left (with moustache) Tengiz Sigua, acting prime minister; to his left, chairman of the Presidium Eduard Shevardnadze.


The Military Council made some liberal gestures: it restored the official autonomy of higher educational institutions, declared the mass media independent of government, released Thorez Kulumbegov, the ‘president of South Ossetia, and promised denationalization of industry. The Military Council patched up relations with the Russian Command of the Transcaucasian Military District based in Tbilisi, promised to protect Russian servicemen, and dropped the term ‘occupation forces’. A professional former Soviet soldier, Lieutenant-General Levan Sharashenidze was appointed interim defense minister; his assignment was to unite all Georgian military formations under a single command. Salaries and pensions were raised 100 percent to compensate for a tenfold increase in bread and transport prices, and apartments were privatized for free. The Military Council reintroduced the 1921 constitution and declared all governance based on Soviet constitutions, including Gamsakhurdia’s, to be illegitimate.

West Georgia remained anarchic. Fighting Gamsakhurdia’s forces for control of west Georgia’s towns cut off Tbilisi’s food supplies. Gamsakhurdia’s supporters were ensconced in Zugdidi, determined to resist ‘Tbilisian chauvinism’. The ex-president’s supporters in the capital occupied the Tbilisi railway station, holding demonstrations daily. Tensions in South Ossetia were explosive after an illegal referendum in the region in January 1992 led to 92 percent voting for reunification with neighboring North Ossetia.22 Major disagreements emerged within the Military Council over the future of the Georgian state. The National Democrats and Monarchists insisted on a constitutional monarchy; Ioseliani urged the recall of Shevardnadze and a parliamentary system.23 After almost three months, the Military Council had made little progress in establishing its legitimacy or preparing civil institutions for power. National conflicts, internal rivalry, and political instability were getting worse. A controversial amnesty by the Military Council (at Ioseliani’s urging) freed approximately 8,000 prisoners, adding to Georgia’s chronic crime rate. In early March, desperate for political leadership, security, and international recognition – even the European Football Association denied Georgian teams’ participation in the UEFA cup – the Military Council dispatched an official delegation to Moscow to plead for Shevardnadze’s return. This was done with trepidation. Along with a desire for stability was a fear among Military Council members that they would not use Shevardnadze, but he would use them. Within days of Shevardnadze’s arrival, the Military Council dissolved itself on March 10th.24

Its replacement – the State Council – was a civilian organization that described itself as the ‘highest representative organ, which until the elections, will properly enact all command and control functions on the entire territory of Georgia’.25 The State Council promised to ‘enact a fundamental economic reform and free the mass media from state dictatorship’.26 It pledged free elections. Initially, the State Council constituted 60 members, mostly Tbilisi’s intellectual elite – professors, writers, physicists, and newspaper editors. Typical were Chabua Amirejibi, a patriotic novelist, Akaki Bakradze, a historian, Roman Gotsiridze, a university-based economist, and Lana Ghoghoberidze, a film director. Twenty-five Council members worked in the Georgian Academy of Sciences. Alongside the intellectuals were party representatives – Guram Muchaidze for the Social Democrats, Tedo Paatashvili for Charter 91, Zurab Zhvania for the Greens, and Irakli Kadagishvili for the National Democrats. Within a few months, 44 parties were participating in the State Council and membership had climbed to 85. Committees and commissions were established – for the administration of state property, economic reforms, education, ecology, and other fields – but given the Council’s political diversity, their productivity was limited.

The State Council, despite its anxiety over Shevardnadze’s intentions, unanimously elected him chair. The State Council’s power was largely symbolic. Real power was in the Council’s Presidium which combined supreme legislative and executive functions and consisted of four voting members – Chairman of the Presidium Shevardnadze; Vice-Chairman Jaba Ioseliani (‘dramatist, doctor, professor’); Tengiz Sigua, ‘fulfilling the functions of prime minister’, and Tengiz Kitovani, deputy prime minister. Presidium votes were ‘by consensus’, and each voting member had veto power over State Council decrees. The State Council could overturn vetoes but required a two-thirds vote, an unlikely result given its fractiousness. The Presidium controlled the armed forces and all military appointments; its chairman appointed diplomatic representatives, signed all decrees and resolutions, and set the State Council’s agenda.

The Presidium was an explicit pact with mutual guarantees for its members. It was designed to facilitate the transition from military to civilian rule and, officially at least, to extend democratization. However, democratic reforms at time of war and state collapse were quite problematic. From the start, the pact showed strains. The bullish Kitovani, with his control over the National Guard, ignored the Presidium and the State Council at will. In August 1992, evidence suggests that Kitovani deliberately precipitated war in Abkhazia by seizing military control of Sukhumi without consulting Tbilisi.27 Ioseliani was more cooperative, but refused to comply with the Presidium demands to end Mkhedrioni’s autonomy and merge into a single Georgian army. Shevardnadze, hamstrung by his own lack of a military and bureaucratic apparatus, often took unilateral decisions to avoid a veto.

The primary issue for the State Council was state security. In June 1992, it declared:

political and social tension has reached its zenith. Political instability and economic crisis exists in almost every sphere, indiscipline and irresponsibility promote destructive forces and criminal groups. Particularly alarming is … systematic terrorist and diversionary acts. In western Georgia in a whole number of regions armed bands are active without punishment.28

From February to June, there were 21 acknowledged terrorist and diversionary acts on bridges, railways, pipelines, and against government officials. The State Council’s attempt to reorganize the security system had little success: decrees were published on military reform unifying the army, setting the draft at 18 months, and creating a new Defense Ministry. Borders and border zones were established, and the Ministry of Security was replaced by the Information and Intelligence Service, a less intimidating body with limited powers of surveillance over citizens. The State Council demanded all arms be registered (confiscating them was impossible), and Soviet military property was nationalized. In September 1992, an antiterrorist coordination center was set up to deal with foreign agents in Georgia. The reorganizations had little impact – the Soviet army ignored demands for nationalization, destroyed equipment it could not remove, or sold it to the highest bidder. Armed bands, many of whom were attached to political parties, acted with impunity. The National Guard and Mkhedrioni dominated petrol supplies, and shared cigarette and arms smuggling with the Ministry of Internal Affairs. Between December 1992 and August 1993, the Ministry was led by Temuri Khachishvili, a Mkhedrioni commander and twice convicted criminal. Faced with state brigandry, Shevardnadze looked to his own apparatus of advisors who staffed the State Council for a political base, figures like Vazha Lortkipanidze, former first secretary of the Georgian Young Communist League (YCL) who became state minister (equivalent to prime minister); Irakli Menagharishvili, a YCL activist and former deputy health minister who became Georgia’s foreign minister; former Georgian party boss Avtandil Margiani who served as Shevardnadze’s deputy prime minister, and Zhiuli Shartava, another former first secretary of Georgia’s YCL who in 1993 became chair of the Abkhazian Council of Ministers.29

In June 1992, 200 armed Gamsakhurdia supporters led by Valter Shurghaia, the ex-mayor of Zugdidi, seized the TV studios in the heart of the capital. National Guardsmen, after a brief battle that left three rebels dead, ended this desperate ‘coup’ attempt. On June 13th, there was an assassination attempt on Ioseliani, and in west Georgia, paramilitaries – in particular Mkhedrioni – fought Gamsakhurdia supporters, looting, arresting, and carelessly killing villagers wherever they went. The Georgian courts were inactive and the local police forces were unable to protect the population. Despite these pressures, the State Council could claim some success. It set up a commission to regulate interethnic affairs and human rights, and labor commissions to arbitrate disputes. Restrictive laws imposed during the Gamsakhurdia regime were lifted, and in June 1992 more liberal regulations on street demonstrations were introduced. In July, in an attempt to heal tensions before the October elections, an amnesty of all political prisoners was announced. In August, the state of emergency was lifted in the capital. More importantly, following a number of meetings in June between Boris Yeltsin and Shevardnadze, a ceasefire in South Ossetia ended a war that had claimed over 600 victims and resulted in 65,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs).30 According to Shevardnadze, Russian interference in the conflict had been ‘shameless’, including threats to occupy South Ossetia to protect Russian citizens and to divide Georgia into two, the west for Gamsakhurdia and the east for Shevardnadze.31 Unfortunately, for Georgia, Russia’s involvement in the conflict’s resolution was unavoidable.

After the fall of the USSR, Georgia’s economic crash was compounded by poor management and the sudden loss of traditional markets. Georgia was dependent on trade; imports and exports made up half of its GDP in 1988–90. Almost all its fuel and gas came from Russia and 90 percent of raw materials needed for its light industry came from the USSR.32 A Russian blockade in 1992 in connection with the wars in South Ossetia and Abkhazia had a pernicious effect. Georgia’s financial and credit systems ground to a halt; agriculture was disrupted after a declaration (but no proper implementation) of land privatization; and the illegal export of Georgian capital, raw materials, and machinery denuded Georgia’s capital infrastructure. Between January and June 1992, industrial production declined 47.4 percent compared to the same period the previous year. Coal was down 79.1 percent, electricity production 50 percent, petrol imports 49 percent, and meat production 33 percent.33 In the first eight months of 1992, prices on consumer goods and services increased tenfold and deposits in savings banks decreased fivefold. The Georgian Democratic Party called this the ‘proletarianization’ of the population.34

The new government launched an economic reform program that included a raft of decrees on bankruptcy, on the regulation of markets, and on privatization. But enforcement in conditions of budgetary crisis – in September Georgia had a 25,800-million ruble deficit that could only be made up by a massive credit from the National Bank – and a war on two fronts in Samegrelo and Abkhazia– was difficult.35 Georgia was dragged into an economic abyss. Despite its application for membership of the IMF and the World Bank at the end of March 1992, there was no real engagement with these international bodies until the fall of 1994. However, Shevardnadze’s arrival led to rapid improvement of relations with the West. German Foreign Minister Dietrich Genscher, US Secretary of State James Baker, and Turkish President Suleyman Demirel arrived in Georgia in rapid succession over the next three months. All endorsed the new democratic Georgia. On March 23rd, the European Economic Community (EEC) recognized Georgia. President Bush published an open letter to Shevardnadze on April 8th promising American investment; a US embassy opened later that month, and in July, Shevardnadze led a delegation to Helsinki to participate in a Commission for Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) conference that expanded its peace-keeping functions. On July 30th, a Georgian–Turkish Treaty on Friendship and Cooperation was signed, and on July 31st, Shevardnadze triumphantly announced ‘the birth of a new Georgia’ as it officially enrolled as the 179th member of the United Nations, the last former Soviet republic to do so.36 This initial burst of activity, although symbolically important, brought no tangible result as Georgia plunged into war with Abkhazia. At this delicate stage in Russia’s own post-communist reconstruction, Western powers, entangled in the Balkans, were unwilling to intervene and prevent Russian military aggression.

A NEW REGIME

Before its voluntary liquidation on October 16th, the State Council passed a new electoral law. The law created a three-year transitional parliament, but this would also determine who would write the next constitution. Based on a draft from Democratic Elections in Georgia (DASi), a small party credited with constitutional expertise, the State Council, after considering and rejecting a single transferable voting system, opted for a mixed party-list and single-member district system.37 This second attempt at democratic transition, and fourth contested election since October 1990 (there were local elections in April 1991 and presidential elections the following May), was designed to maximize political participation and prevent one-party domination. There was no electoral threshold, and the electoral commissions were open to participation by all registered parties (at least one member each in the Central Electoral Commission). Nomination for parliamentary candidates only required 500 signatures. There was state financial support for candidates, free publication in the press of party programs, no fixed residential requirement for voting, and no minimum level of support or turnout.38 A temporary ‘constitution’ or Law on State Power and a Temporary Regulation of the Georgian Parliament followed in November at the parliament’s first session. Collectively, these laws regulated power over the next three years. Their design was influenced by four factors: Gamsakhurdia's authoritarian legacy and his possible return (he was still in active opposition); the war in Abkhazia; the need to rebuild the state; and Shevardnadze’s own personality. The laws were temporary, but the aim was a European-type civic democracy that would prevent the rise of a powerful executive and state disintegration along ethnic lines.

The need for a strong leadership combined with the rejection of an authoritarian model produced a political hybrid that was partly parliamentary, partly presidential. Shevardnadze, aware of his own unpopular legacy, resisted calls for a powerful presidential apparatus, but insisted on a nationwide position – a directly elected chairman of the parliament. An amendment to the electoral law on August 31st, accommodated Shevardnadze but it gave candidates for the position only five days to collect the necessary 5,000 signatures. On November 6th, 1992, parliament elected Shevardnadze head of state in addition to chairman of the parliament, with the ability to issue decrees and states of emergency. In reality, it barely enhanced his authority. Despite the creation of agencies designed to monitor the implementation of laws and decrees, the state became, as the Brazilian statesman Viscount Uruguay characterized his own government, ‘all head, with neither arms nor legs’.39 Of 728 resolutions and decrees published by the head of state between March 1992 and September 1994, only 287 were promptly implemented, 99 not at all, and the remainder halfheartedly.40 The war with Abkhazia deprived the government of adequate resources for institution building. Shevardnadze compared it to one fire engine serving an entire city.41

On the eve of the October 1992 elections, Shevardnadze envisaged the future parliament not so much as a democratic body but as a united body of all political forces. The election law, which combined single member constituencies with proportional representation (PR) based on the single transferable vote, was designed to prevent single party dominance, but instead it created a fractured parliament unable to produce the voting majorities required for vital legislation. Small parties (the Poles called them ‘couch parties’), without resources and organizational capacity, became ‘parties of notables’.42 Dominated by wild personalities, emotional outbursts, and physical insults – televised for all to see – the Georgian legislature quickly lost popular trust. The atmosphere of national crisis led to the return of epithets like ‘traitor’, ‘thief’, and ‘coward’, driving parliamentarians into fierce public enmity and stymieing durable coalitions. The State Council’s electoral law was a gesture of democratic openness that led to parliamentary chaos.43

THE ELECTION AND THE LEGISLATURE

National elections took place on October 11th, 1992 amid the fury of war in Abkhazia and Samegrelo. Forty-seven parties campaigned (15 of them in four electoral blocs); all were permitted – monarchist, socialist, and pro-Gamsakhurdia parties – although Gamsakhurdia supporters complained of persecution. The elections recorded an 81 percent turnout, although it was much lower in Gamsakhurdia’s stronghold of Samegrelo. They were deemed adequate by foreign electoral observers despite a pro-Shevardnadze bias on TV channels, procedural abuses, and intimidation of opposition newspapers.44

The Peace Bloc – after a difficult calculation of first-, second-, and third-place preferences – gained the biggest share of the vote with 20.38 percent. In all, 26 parties, some united in blocs, entered the legislature. The Peace Bloc, which Shevardnadze briefly chaired before the election, was a combination of seven disparate parties. Composed of former communists such as Avtandil Margiani, film directors Tengiz Abuladze and Eldar Shengelaia, and sculptors like the millionaire Zurab Tsereteli, it gained most seats (35) in the 235-member house. Its nearest rival was the Eleventh of October Bloc, which was composed of younger reformers – physicists, journalists, and philosophers – including DASi and the Republican Party (12.1 percent and 19 seats). The Unity Bloc with 15 seats was third; most of its members came from the former cultural and political elites, Gamsakhurdia’s ‘red intelligentsia’. The largest single party was the National Democratic Party, youthful and anti-establishment (although it cooperated with Shevardnadze), with 15 seats. Former (and disillusioned) Gamsakhurdia supporters gained representation through Charter 91 (nine seats) and the Union of Traditionalists (seven seats).45 Over half of the State Council members became MPs (51 out of 92). An analysis of the 150 MPs elected by party list showed that 72 were from the scientific intelligentsia – economists, physicists, and mathematicians – and 22 from the cultural intelligentsia – film makers, writers, and linguists. Overall, 60 of the deputies classified themselves as engineers, 30 as historians, 28 as philologists, and 26 as economists. In this super-educated parliament, only one deputy had incomplete secondary schooling.46

There was an attempt to ensure better representation by requiring separate party lists from Georgia’s nine traditional provinces (mkhare), but it failed to increase non-Georgian numbers in the legislature. National minorities had only seven representatives – two Abkhazians (one of whom was a long-term Tbilisi resident), two Armenians, two Jews, and one Greek. This was due to a party list system, which favored the dominant ethnic group, as well as a boycott by Abkhazians and South Ossetians. The Azerbaijani districts of Bolnisi and Marneuli voted for anticipated patronage, and elected Tengiz Kitovani and Tengiz Sigua. Ioseliani preferred the Georgian working-class district of Nadzaladevi. No special quota provisions were made for the Abkhazians or South Ossetians who, due to their tiny proportion of the population, could not expect to gain seats through party lists. However, the chairs of the Abkhazian and Acharian Supreme Councils were given deputy chairmen status in the legislature, although they had to be confirmed by parliamentary deputies. The MPs divided into 11 parliamentary factions (a faction required a minimum of ten members), displacing many of the newly constituted electoral alliances.47 Abkhazian was made an official parliamentary language, and women gained 12 seats.

The Law on State Power, and the Temporary Regulation of the Georgian Parliament determined the legislature’s structure and procedures. The first was a temporary constitution that said nothing about human rights, the judiciary, and the separation of powers, but outlined parliament’s competencies. Many democratic supports removed under Gamsakhurdia's constitution, were restored. The most important was parliament’s right to elect the head of state and to sack him by a two-thirds majority. It could dismiss the government by a simple majority and had exclusive power to call new elections, to overrule the veto of the parliamentary chairman, and to amend the constitution (by a low two-thirds majority). In Gamsakhurdia’s constitution, the parliament neither elected the head of state nor had the exclusive right to call elections. The president could be dismissed only for treason by a three-fourths parliamentary majority, and deputies were not required to approve presidential states of emergency.

In 1992 – post Gamsakhurdia – parliamentary deputies gained the power to abolish acts of central or local bodies not in conformity with the law. They were given the right to decide questions of war and peace, to define state, government, and military structures, and could demand reelections to such bodies. Parliament was able to reject the nomination of any candidate for the position of prime minister or minister, prosecutor-general, chairman of the Supreme Court, chairman of the Intelligence and Information Committee, and the president of the National Bank. It could call for a vote of no confidence in the cabinet should one-fifth of the deputies demand it. The Temporary Regulation of the Georgian Parliament empowered MPs to elect the parliamentary speaker (the chairman’s deputy) and two deputy speakers, the chairmen of the 17 permanent parliamentary commissions, and the parliamentary secretary. All these positions, along with the chairmen of the parliamentary factions and the parliamentary chairman, were ex officio in the Parliamentary Collegium. The Parliamentary Collegium and the appropriate parliamentary commission, discussed every bill. The parliamentary commissions had additional power to request any government documents and to interpolate ministers.48

Despite these increased powers, the new parliament was ineffective. Electoral alliances quickly disintegrated. On November 5th, at the parliament’s opening session, Patriarch Ilya II asked deputies ‘not to search among one another for enemies’ and reminded them that ‘freedom is not just flag waving’.49 His admonition had little impact. The crises in Abkhazia led to mutual charges of treachery, and the economic crash led to vituperative debates on bread supplies and joblessness. Accommodation with Russia led to accusations of betrayal, and the postponement of local elections was blamed on resistance to democracy. Conflicts with the executive did not lead to the consolidation of a ‘loyal’ opposition. The National Democratic Party, which abandoned Shevardnadze after Georgia’s entry into the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) in December 1993, might have fulfilled this role but the assassination of Gia Chanturia, the party’s strategist, in December 1994 weakened its effectiveness. The ‘radical opposition’ led by the National Independence Party, Charter 91, the Merab Kostava Society, the Monarchists and the Ilya Chavchavadze Society could not reach consensus.

Parliamentary weakness was underscored by MPs’ inexperience. The speaker could not impose sanctions on deputies who did not attend. Referring to MPs’ frequent absence, one deputy speaker talked of a ‘parliamentary crisis’.50 MPs’ rejection of ‘parties’ and party discipline led to a lack of quorums and poorly organized commissions. The Georgian newspaper, rezonansi (Resonance), reported in April 1993 that only 143 of the 222 deputies attended parliamentary sessions more or less regularly.51 The level of discussion was poor (despite their higher education) and parliamentary procedure was frequently ignored. This point was not lost on the Georgian population. Almost half polled in June 1993 had a low opinion of parliament's activities.52 One hundred and two MPs held other jobs, which was explicitly forbidden by the Law on the Status of the Parliamentary Member (1993). Given the MPs’ salary of 15,000 coupons ($10) per month, it was no surprise.

Poor working conditions in parliament, aggravated by the lack of trained staff, functioning telephones, typewriters, and fax machines, hampered legislative productivity. The most active and reformist parliamentary factions, such as the Greens, the Republicans, and the National Democrats, failed to impose party discipline or attract significant membership. It was hard to differentiate party programs, and the attempt by the Greens and the National Democrats to form an interfactional bloc to pass reformist legislation fell apart. However, the large group of approximately 75 deputies (the ‘majoritarians’) elected in single-member districts assured Chairman Shevardnadze a parliamentary majority on most issues.

The 1992 elections were an important step toward government legitimacy and gave representatives important rights and immunities. But the political system failed to create coherent parties or an effective opposition. It was unable to integrate pro-Gamsakhurdia forces and it brought few minorities into the mainstream. The election of Kitovani and Ioseliani did not weaken their links with the criminal world, as was hoped, and the new parliament did not establish a rule of law state. Shevardnadze, using his powers of patronage, strengthened the executive at parliament’s expense.

THE HEAD OF STATE AND THE EXECUTIVE

Shevardnadze ran unopposed for the position of parliamentary chairman, as he had for Communist party boss. Nine electoral districts did not participate due to boycotts and security problems, but Shevardnadze gained a landslide of 96 percent, more than Gamsakhurdia’s 87 percent in 1991.53 An abnormally high proportion, it demonstrated the Georgian population’s unrealistic hopes of Shevardnadze, who embodied stability and domestic peace. After winning the chairman’s position, he was elected head of state by the parliament’s new members. Shevardnadze officially directed both the legislative and executive branches. This unusual combination gave him the right to call regular or extraordinary parliamentary sessions, propose constitutional changes, issue orders and decrees, introduce legislation, return bills (once only), and preside over parliamentary debates and meetings of the Parliamentary Collegium. With the parliament’s approval, he could appoint and dismiss the prime minister and his ministers, the prosecutor-general, the chairman of the Intelligence and Information Committee, and the president of the National Bank. He needed parliamentary approval for his diplomatic appointments and, as soon as was practically possible, for the introduction of states of emergency or military mobilization.

The parliament granted Shevardnadze exclusive powers as head of state. He was responsible for the conduct of interstate relations and appointed all senior military personnel and state representatives in the provinces (governors and mayors) without parliamentary approval. He created his own apparatus that oversaw the state administration. Structurally, this new apparatus resembled the former Communist party Central Committee and was created, according to its new head Vazha Lortkipanidze, ‘to aid the Head of State in strategic questions’ and evaluate the impact of new laws.54 In fact, it was much more than that, as it supervised the cabinet and the regional administration. It gave Shevardnadze an independent source of expertise with aides able to push for legislative bills. The most important bodies in the apparatus were chaired by Shevardnadze, including the National Security and Defense Council, set up in 1993 to deal with the crisis in Abkhazia; the Economic Council (later transformed into the Emergency Economic Council); the Scientific-Technical Commission, which dealt with military–industrial questions; and the Council of Chief Advisers. Shevardnadze chaired both the State Constitutional Commission, responsible for drafting a new constitution, and the Council of the Head of State, a consultative body of intellectuals and non-Georgian representatives. Of the 100 or so officials in the head of state’s apparatus in 1993, almost half were academics and three-fourths were under 40 years of age. Vazha Lortkipanidze claimed that only 8 percent of them were former apparatchiki and approximately 52 percent were drawn from other political parties.55

Shevardnadze’s leadership reflected a recentralization of power. His powers were augmented in July and again in September 1993 when parliament granted him the right to issue normative acts with the force of law in the economic sphere, to convene and preside over meetings of the cabinet and to replace any senior official without parliament’s approval. From 1993 to 1995, the Georgian parliament – if one excludes the Acharian Supreme Council, which barely convened – was the only elected body in Georgia. Disarray in the legislature and a series of weak cabinets gave Shevardnadze considerable leeway in policy-making. At various times between September 1993 and April 1994, he temporarily occupied the positions of prime minister, minister of internal affairs and defense minister, and he appointed provincial governors without any constitutional sanction for doing so. Parliamentary protests over the division of powers, calls for reform of the cabinet or the resignation of the head of state, had little result. Shevardnadze, using promises and threats, skilfully pushed through his controversial ministerial appointments. His most significant victory during this period was parliament’s approval for Georgia’s entry into the CIS and the passing of the 1995 constitution.

THE GOVERNMENT AND THE ECONOMY

The cabinet of ministers was led until August 1993 by prime minister Tengiz Sigua. Based on the old Soviet model, 19 ministries and 10 state committees were created in December 1992. A Presidium consisting of the prime minister, four deputy prime ministers, and representatives from the major ministries coordinated government policy. The cabinet had significant powers including the right to halt any decisions of governments in the autonomous republics. Between 1992 and 1995, there were two restructurings of government and a number of reshuffles to try and improve the cabinet’s poor performance. Shevardnadze’s appointment in August 1993 of the 64-year-old Otar Patsatsia – a colorless apparatchik and the former director of a paper mill in Zugdidi – as prime minister was a concession to the Mingrelians which undermined economic reform. Under the taciturn Patsatsia, the full cabinet rarely met. The Macroeconomic Stabilization Program introduced in February 1993 was undermined as ministers failed to come up with concrete plans. Patsatsia ruled out the large-scale privatization of enterprises and urged state monopolies for tea, food processing, electricity, and other strategic domains.56 His minister of agriculture, Zurab Gegechkori, argued that land privatization was alien to Georgian culture.57

Economic reform was urgent including the reduction of state subsidies, stabilization of the monetary system, privatization of small and medium enterprises, reform of the tax structure and the banking system, demonopolization, and the introduction of a safety net to cushion dramatically rising poverty levels. Over the next three years, some changes were made. Prices were liberalized in 1992 (but not bread, electricity, natural gas, and public transport), import restrictions were dropped, barriers to participation in commodity markets ended, and a new tax structure was introduced, including the replacement of the old Soviet turnover tax with Value Added Tax (VAT) in 1993. Fines were introduced to end tax avoidance.58 In April 1993, Georgia introduced a new currency, the ‘coupon’, to end dependency on Russia’s ruble supply (Georgian employees had not been paid for 6–8 months due to shortages of rubles) and establish independent financial control. The appointment of three reformers in 1994 – Vladimer Papava as minister of the economy, Temur Basilia as presidential advisor on economic reform, and Nodar Javakhishvili as president of the National Bank – led to policies that by 1995 had brought hyperinflation under control and introduced a vital currency reform.

Privatization began in 1992 with urban housing and land; each farmer was allocated 1.25 hectares of arable land or 5 hectares of pasture. Some 20 percent of agricultural land was privatized by 1994, although owners did not have the right to sell privately. Privatization was promoted through auctions and the distribution of vouchers. From September 1994, citizens received one voucher worth, according to the government, 60,000 coupons (approximately $30). They were entitled to use them at privatization auctions.59 By the end of 1994, just under a third of small enterprises – such as stores, cafes, and publishing agencies – were privatized. Medium and large enterprises, although often transformed into joint-stock companies, remained state controlled and subsidized. Banking reform began in 1991 with the creation of the Georgian National Bank; in 1994, bank privatization commenced including the establishment of a regulatory system to control mushrooming commercial banks. Private banks increased from 14 in 1991 to 270 in 1994, but tougher capitalization and licensing standards led to the closure of 90 banks in the first nine months of 1995.60 Privatization was extended to education and health. Between 1991 and 1993, 300 private teaching institutions were established.61 The government acknowledged that public sector employees would be reduced by 30–40 percent (a loss of 250,000 state jobs), and an unemployment fund was established along with unemployment insurance.

Most of these reforms led to poor results. War and insolvent state institutions undermined their implementation. Between 1990 and 1994, Gross National Product (GNP) decreased five times bringing economic activity back to 1960s levels. The crash in production combined with inept economic management and military needs led to massive budget deficits. Even if the revenues were collectable, there was not enough to cover expenditures. In the first five months of 1994, for example, the budget deficit was 45.3 percent of revenues.62 An excessively liberal monetary policy by the National Bank covered the fiscal deficit (along with foreign grants and monetized humanitarian aid), but the emissions of billions of coupons and unguaranteed credits undermined the monetary system, generated a corrupt layer of instantly wealthy entrepreneurs, and weakened popular support for reform.63 Within two months of its introduction, the coupon was worthless. In a basket of 27 products tested in 10 towns in June 1993, in the private sector, 60 percent could only be bought with rubles or dollars, including flour, sugar, and meat.64 The coupon’s ratio to the dollar in spring of 1993 was 1:5,060; by September 1994, it was 1:2,400,000 (unofficially 1:5,300,000), raising the cost of living even for dollar earners.65 Georgia’s national currency was dead, despite a law making it the only legal tender.
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Queuing for food products in Tbilisi, 1995.


Neither privatization nor the new tax laws increased revenues. Vouchers were sold on the black market and at the first public auction of 25 companies in June 1995, it turned out most shares had already been sold. By the end of the privatization process, only 7 percent of the shares issued had actually been bought.66 Privatization, handled by the Ministry of State Property Management, was secretive, involving preferential credit. Factories like the Varketeli Canning Enterprise sold at $900, a fraction of its worth.67 The new property owners were primarily rent seekers, not the business investors the reform was supposed to attract. The new tax system exacerbated the situation – its complexity and its manipulation by tax inspectors forced almost all businesses into illegality. In 1995, Georgia had one of the lowest tax–GDP ratios in the world (5 percent), and the black market was estimated at 70–80 percent of real GNP.68 Georgia’s foreign debt was $1.5 billion ($300 per capita), owed mostly to energy suppliers like Turkmenistan. The structural changes in education, employment policy, and social security brought the same negative results – private education became an uncontrolled and largely unlicensed commercial enterprise, and unemployment insurance was so insignificant and inflation so rapid that few bothered to register. In 1994, 77,000 were registered unemployed, but an estimated 841,000 were actually out of work.69 Foreign investment was minimal – by the end of 1992, of 271 joint ventures registered, only 37 were functioning, and the first four shared 93 percent of total production and service.70

Many noneconomic factors contributed to the chaos – war (which blocked trade routes and led to the sabotage of gas and oil pipelines), 250,000 impoverished IDPs, migration of skilled youth, soaring crime, and an institutional vacuum with poorly skilled managers, and a polarized cabinet. Until the spring of 1994, Shevardnadze tolerated the disastrous soft credit policies of the National Bank. For the majority of the population, life was long queues for rationed bread and petrol, nonpayment of wages and pensions, unattainable medicines, sick children, closed schools, and dangerous streets. The official minimal monthly salary in the fall of 1994 of 1 million coupons (41 cents) was barely adequate for bread (one kilogram was 100,000 coupons) and transport. In the spring of 1995, the official poverty line was set at 90 million coupons ($69.00). State regulation of the economy disintegrated as Georgian citizens pondered whether Georgia had a government at all. One newspaper warned in February 1994 that ‘from here it is one step to a serious social cataclysm’.71

THE WAR AND THE MILITARY

Throughout 1992–5, Georgians’ relations with national minorities were in crisis. In May 1992, South Ossetia declared its independence. South Ossetian leaders blamed a Georgian-led ‘genocide’ for bringing their people to ‘the edge of extinction’.72 In June (1992), wishing to end the bloodletting, Shevardnadze initiated a bilateral agreement between Georgia and the Russian Federation (RF). Signed in Dagomys, a Russian Black Sea resort, and known as the Sochi Agreement, it led to a comprehensive ceasefire in South Ossetia, a plan for demilitarization and a quadripartite Joint Control Commission of all sides (Russia, Georgia, and South and North Ossetia), along with a trilateral Joint Peace Keeping Force to prevent further conflict.73 But despite protocols on the return of refugees, promises of cooperation on infrastructure rebuilding and investment, and meetings between Shevardnadze and his South Ossetian counterparts, the conflict remained unresolved. It was stimulated by Russian Supreme Soviet declarations of support for South Ossetia and by hysterical Georgian reactions.

Hostilities in western Georgia, still under the control of Gamsakhurdia’s forces in 1993, and in Abkhazia, under the administration of Vladislav Ardzinba, were more menacing. In June 1991, the Abkhazian authorities had agreed to a binational Abkhazian republic with top personnel appointed on the basis of ethnic quotas. Any major constitutional or legislative change would require the consent of both Georgian and Abkhazian MPs. But as Georgia became convulsed by civil war, the agreement crumbled. Abkhazian leaders, egged on by Slav Home, an officially registered NGO in Abkhazia, and the Sukhumi Society of Internationalists, seized the chance to create a separate state. In December 1991, the Abkhazian Supreme Soviet assumed control of local military units, and in March 1992, Vladislav Ardzinba signed a decree requiring military service in the republic. In June, a unit of the newly formed Abkhazian Guard seized the Ministry of Internal Affairs and replaced the Georgian minister with an Abkhazian. On July 23rd, the Abkhazian Supreme Soviet adopted the former Soviet Abkhazian constitution of 1925. This draft constitution (never ratified in the Soviet period) recognized Abkhazia as a ‘sovereign’ union republic with a special treaty relationship with Georgia. Georgian representatives in the Abkhazian Supreme Council boycotted all further sessions in protest and the Georgian State Council abrogated the Abkhazian decision on July 25th.74

On August 13th, 1992, Tengiz Kitovani, appointed minister of defense in May, led Georgian troops into western Georgia to protect the Sochi-Inguri section of the railway, to rescue Georgian government hostages, and to establish security for the local population. Twelve State Council representatives had been kidnapped in July by Gamsakhurdia supporters, including the minister of internal affairs, his deputy, and Shevardnadze’s national security advisor. But instead of halting in west Georgia, Kitovani pressed on to Sukhumi, the capital of Abkhazia, leaving wreckage and enmity in his tail. Abkhazian members of the government fled north to Gudauta as Kitovani billeted his troops in front of the Abkhazian Supreme Soviet. Who gave Kitovani the order to occupy Sukhumi is unclear. It could have been Kitovani’s own ruse to prevent Georgian elections that October. The elections would marginalize unelected military leaders like Kitovani.75 Shevardnadze claims he warned Ardzinba that the Georgian military intervention would restore order to the railway system but not enter Sukhumi. The State Council resolution of August 10th, supports Shevardnadze’s version.76 Tengiz Sigua, Shevardnadze’s prime minister at the time, claims to the contrary that the head of state gave orders to ‘occupy’ Abkhazia, and that forbidding Kitovani’s entry into Sukhumi was senseless, as there was no other road that could take Georgian troops north to Guduata.77 Whatever the orders and whoever gave them, on August 14th, the Abkhazian Guard attacked the Georgian troops advancing toward Sukhumi. The Presidium of Abkhazia’s Supreme Soviet condemned ‘the boundless terror and physical annihilation’ of the Abkhazian people and called for a ‘patriotic war’ to defend the republic. It called for an immediate mobilization of the republic’s adult male population.78

The Abkhazians did not fight alone. They were joined by ‘Cossack’ units, by elements of the Abkhazian Diaspora in Turkey and Syria, and by members of the Assembly of the Mountain Peoples of the Caucasus, founded in August 1989 with its capital in Sukhumi.79 The Abkhazians were dreaming of self-determination, but Russian politicians and military officers in close alliance with the Abkhazian leadership (and with other pro-Russian separatist movements in Moldova and Ukraine [Crimea]) were not focused on Abkhazian independence, but on undermining Georgia and Shevardnadze. The Slav Home and the conservative Soiuz (Union), which had a branch in Sukhumi, were ideologically driven, fighting for the preservation of Russian imperial power. They were vital channels in Russia’s anti-Georgian policies in Abkhazia.80 They were complimented by Vladimir Zhirinovsky’s Liberal Democratic Party, the Russian patriotic newspaper Den’ (Day), Vice President Alexei Rutskoi and speaker of the Russian parliament Ruslan Khasbulatov, who were among the most vociferous supporters of the Abkhazian cause.81 There were more practical reasons for Russian support – it had security interests in the south (it was especially concerned about the loss of a significant part of the Black Sea coastline), and ‘Cossacks’ and Russian mercenaries who fought alongside the Abkhazians ran a lucrative arms trade.82

The war was not, as Shevardnadze averred, just a Russian policy to keep the Georgian state enfeebled. The Abkhazians had their own voice. Even if Ardzinba had not described the war as one of Abkhazian survival, Abkhazians had reasons to fear Georgian hegemony. For ordinary Abkhazians, the South Ossetian example between 1990 and 1992 was illustrative. Stanislav Lakoba, an Abkhazian historian, titled his 1993 book Georgia’s 100 Year War Against Abkhazia. For many Abkhazians, this was no exaggeration.83 Anti-Georgian sentiments were easily exploited as the war progressed and family members were killed. Yet the war was largely anticipated and provoked by elites on both sides; it was not an ethnic war that welled up from below. In the initial months of the war, local Georgian and Abkhazian villagers agreed that, whatever outsiders did and politicians said, they would not attack one another.84

The war lasted 13 months with atrocities on both sides. Eight thousand died and 18,000 were wounded.85 Agreements brokered by Russia, the CSCE, and the United Nations were systematically broken. The last ceasefire signed in Sochi on July 27th, 1993 – an agreement mediated by Russia which had guaranteed its enforcement – was broken by the Abkhazian side on September 16th, almost certainly with Russian connivance. Following 11 days of fighting, Georgian-held Sukhumi fell and 250,000 ethnic Georgian residents fled Abkhazia. But the tragedy was common to all of Abkhazia’s people: an estimated 30,000–40,000 Abkhazians, Russians, Greeks, and Armenians were forced to abandon their homes in the war zone. The estimated number of Abkhazians in Abkhazia today (2012) is unknown; international estimates put the total population (including Greeks, Armenian, Russians, Georgians, and others) at between 195,000 and 200,000, a decline from the over half a million population registered in 1989. Of that number, it is estimated Abkhazians make up 65,000–80,000; Georgian sources suggest 40–50,000, and an Abkhazian census conducted in 2003 listed (probably inaccurately) 94,597 Abkhazians.86

Gamsakhurdia took advantage of the war to pursue his own claims for restoration. The ensuing civil war ended with Gamsakhurdia’s defeat in November 1993, but only after Russian intervention – this time on Shevardnadze’s side. ‘Prostrate’ before Russia, as Shevardnadze put it, Georgia was forced to join the CIS in October 1993 and sign military treaties.87 Russian troops were no longer expected to leave by the end of 1995 or hand over port facilities to Georgia as agreed in May 1993. Instead, Russia kept three military bases (later raised to five) and was given joint use of Georgia’s ports and airfields. Russian border troops helped patrol Georgia’s more than 2,000 km. of land and 320 km. of sea borders. No date was set for their departure. The Tbilisi chief of police even asked for Russian troops to help fight crime.88 Entry into the CIS lost Shevardnadze political support, including the departure of the National Democratic Party from the cabinet. The treaties, although not all ratified by the Russian or Georgian parliaments, seriously undermined Georgian sovereignty.89 A Group of Russian Forces in Transcaucasia (Gruppa rossiiskikh voisk v Zakavkaze – GRVZ) was established and in 1995, 20,000 Russian troops were deployed in the country.

War ruled out ‘normal’ politics in Georgia. The primacy of national security strengthened the power ministries. Bargaining and political compromise became the victims of ‘principle’ and national defense. Populist solutions and demagogic rhetoric in parliament disrupted the development of parliamentary procedure and cooperation between parties. Little economic and social legislation was passed and civil liberties were denuded. Censorship and police intimidation of journalists was rife during the state of emergency declared in September 1993, and in October 1993, a new more powerful Ministry of Security was created.90 Normal political and trade relations with Russia were impossible. Between 1992 and 1995, Georgia and Russia were in a state of permanent crisis as the two countries failed to reach agreement on the proper role of Russian peacekeepers in Abkhazia and the return of Georgian IDPs.

The influx of IDPs from Abkhazia and South Ossetia was a tremendous burden on the state budget and the Georgian cities and towns forced to absorb them. Crime and unemployment climbed as soldiers roamed Tbilisi’s streets unable to find jobs or adjust to civilian life. The Georgian Ministry of Defense spoke of ‘25,000 automatic submachine guns dispersed among the population’, a situation Kote Gabashvili, the mayor of Tbilisi (February 1992–October 1993), termed Georgia’s own ‘Vietnam syndrome’.91 Assault and robbery soared as the transition to civilian rule was prolonged. Most serious for the state was further weakening of an already feeble army. Georgians avoided the draft in huge numbers and Georgia’s military, under resourced with no regular uniforms and a reputation for drug use and brutality in the ranks, never became a popular symbol of national unity or loyalty to the state.92 It was only in 1996 that parliament finally thought of introducing an ‘Army Day’ (April 30th).

CIVIL–MILITARY RELATIONS

One of the most difficult challenges of the wars was civilian control of the military. Following his electoral victory in October 1992, Shevardnadze became the supreme commander of the armed forces. To govern effectively, he had to subdue the paramilitaries. His first step was the creation of the National Security and Defense Council (NSDC), which retained the paramilitary leaders as deputy chairmen but removed their veto powers and included Shevardnadze’s civilian aides and professional officers. Alternative military structures were created to bypass Tengiz Kitovani and the Ministry of Defense. A Military Consultants’ Group was made responsible for the supervision of ministries concerned with military matters and for the implementation of NSDC decisions. A National Defense Foundation staffed with civilians provided an independent source of expertise on defense, and the Main Office of Frontier Troops, a Special Deployment Unit of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, and the Military Procuracy were given autonomy from the Defense Ministry. Shevardnadze appointed Colonel Vladimir Chikovani, independent of both Kitovani and Ioseliani, as his personal military advisor.93

Shevardnadze's other priority was to professionalize the armed forces. Kitovani’s National Guard was incorporated into the regular army as the Rapid Reaction Forces, although it retained its autonomy. A Law on Defense introduced in January 1993 divided civilian control over the military among parliament, the cabinet of ministers, the NSDC, and the head of state. Shevardnadze retained the power to declare mobilization, states of emergency, appoint military chiefs, order military engagement, draft military allocations, and determine financing. Parliament could only ratify or veto the head of state’s decisions, although it had control over the budget. The Defense Ministry was made responsible for organizational questions and combat readiness.94

The rebellion in west Georgia and the war in Abkhazia made military reform difficult. Kitovani continued to assert his independence. He encouraged the forcible confiscation of Russian arms, conducted unsanctioned negotiations with Gamsakhurdia’s forces and the Russian minister of defense, and publicly undermined Shevardnadze, claiming the head of state was ignorant of military affairs, and telling him to ‘mind his own business’. He rejected parliament’s call for his resignation, declaring this was the prerogative of the ‘people and the army’.95 But pressure from parliament, including accusations that Kitovani was planning a coup, forced Shevardnadze to quicken reform of Georgia’s defense structures. In May 1993, he dismissed the NSDC on which Kitovani and Ioseliani both sat. Parliamentarians saw it as an unaccountable organization that usurped the legislature’s powers. Kitovani was replaced as defense minister by Giorgi Qarqarashvili a 27-year-old former Soviet captain and commander of the paramilitary group White Eagle. The Rapid Reaction Corps was officially abolished as a separate unit. The Defense Ministry was reshuffled, and Tamaz Nadareishvili, a civilian, was named chairman of the Defense Council of Abkhazia, reducing Kitovani’s control even further.96

Kitovani remained a powerful force in Georgian politics, but the absorption of the National Guard into the army removed his power base. Yet Shevardnadze’s control over the military was weak. Giorgi Qarqarashvili continued his predecessor’s penchant for independent decisions, although his age, political inexperience, and poor military record in Abkhazia made him easier to manage than Kitovani.97 At the same time, Mkhedrioni, the best armed of Georgia’s military units, remained critical to the country’s survival. Ioseliani was important to Shevardnadze: he regulated a corrupt but stable order and was a useful political menace that Shevardnadze could play upon. But Ioseliani used his power, including the deployment of armed pickets outside parliament and threats to withdraw his forces from west Georgia, to force through Mkhedrioni’s formal recognition within the defense structure. Renamed the Georgian Rescuers’ Corps, Mkhedrioni was given state committee status (a step below a ministry) in September 1993, guaranteeing it autonomy within the army.

After the fall of Sukhumi in September 1993 and the disintegration of the Georgian army, Ioseliani became the most powerful political figure in Georgia after Shevardnadze. He was made a member of the new NSDC, restored in July 1993, and head of the State of Emergency Provisional Committee in October. Despite his agreement to disarm Mkhedrioni, reserving the right to take up arms in time of necessity, it continued to serve as his personal militia. His relationship with Shevardnadze deteriorated. In September 1993, Ioseliani accused Shevardnadze of accumulating dictatorial powers, which led to the latter’s impetuous resignation. But popular demonstrations for Shevardnadze’s reinstatement and loud support from the defense and intelligence ministers showed the limits of Ioseliani’s power. The Ministry of Internal Affairs, briefly directed by Shevardnadze in September 2003, began to claw back control over internal troops and, under the new leadership of Givi Kviraia, launched a campaign against criminal networks affiliated with Mkhedrioni. In December, internal feuding within Mkhedrioni led to the assassination of its top leaders, one in classic Mafia style in a barber’s shop. In April 1994, General Vardiko Nadabaidze, a 35-year veteran of the Soviet army, was appointed defense minister. This gave Shevardnadze an important military ally against Ioseliani.

By the end of 1993, Shevardnadze was legally in a strong position. He was granted extraordinary powers in July and September during the war with Abkhazia when the Georgian parliament voluntarily suspended itself. His popularity remained high compared to Kitovani and Ioseliani.98 The Georgian military’s collapse after defeat in Abkhazia made a coup attempt impossible, and Gamsakhurdia’s forces were scattered by the end of the year. But the concentration of powers in Shevardnadze’s hands was symptomatic of Georgia’s institutional erosion. The destruction of civil institutions, including the police and regional administrations, deprived Shevardnadze of the enforcement powers required for proper civil government. In December 1993, a dispute between the Ministries of Security and Defense over the Abkhazian defeat led to bomb blasts at the Ministry of Security, and to the murder of the deputy minister of defense. This and a police invasion of the Georgian parliament led by disgruntled Tbilisi police chief Davit Zeikidze, earlier that year, were indications of Georgia’s systemic fragility.99

STABILIZING THE STATE

The 1992–5 interregnum had some positive results. A popularly elected parliament created a legislative framework for democratic statehood; between 1992 and 1995, laws on entrepreneurship, investment, privatization, tax collection, land ownership, the military, and elections were passed. Legislators gained experience of legislative review and parliamentary procedure. But the fundamental problems of nation building, statehood, and democracy remained unresolved. Laws fell on fallow ground. Abkhazia and South Ossetia remained no-go zones, and the country’s external and internal borders remained undefined. The regions were controlled by local ethnocracies, often linked to criminal gangs, and by poorly supervised regional barons appointed by Shevardnadze. The autonomous republic of Achara was ruled by Aslan Abashidze, the corrupt chairman of its Supreme Council. Samegrelo was barely integrated into the state. Competing power centers and political office holders ran their fiefs through informal networks and a system of mutual favors and obligations. Their power was not dependent on laws, but on successfully avoiding them. There was little incentive to do otherwise.

Shevardnadze stemmed Georgia’s mutinies through policies of political balance, inclusion, and moderation. He secured regional compliance through the appointment of personalities like prime minister Otar Patsatsia and Deputy Premier Avtandil Margiani (known as ‘Mr 25 percent’, a reference to the bribe amount he allegedly demanded). But the cost was high, including the alienation of reformers in the cabinet such as Deputy Premier Roman Gotsiridze and Finance Minister Davit Iakobidze. There were no common goals or programs of state development. Georgia described itself as a democratic and unitary state. At the end of 1995, it was neither.

One of Shevardnadze’s most important achievements was the creation of a new constitution, which was passed on August 24th, 1995 after two years of deliberation. However, the Constitutional Commission established in February 1993, and consisting of MPs, representatives of national minorities, and nonstate organizations, met only twice in 25 months. The real drafting was left to a smaller editorial commission of party representatives. Twelve constitutional drafts of various parties and associations were discussed.100 By the spring of 1994, the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights, the European Commission, and US specialists had helped the Georgian drafters narrow the constitution down to two versions, one parliamentary (the German model) and the other semi-presidential (the French model). A single version was finally produced in Chicago in October 1994 by a group of Georgian MPs and Western constitutional specialists. Known as the ‘Chicago variant’, it received the Venice Commission’s seal of approval.101 However, it was rejected by a seven-man editorial group under Shevardnadze, and a new version was rapidly written, which significantly strengthened presidential powers and emulated the American model. Shevardnadze argued that under Georgia’s chaotic domestic and foreign conditions, a parliamentary system was ‘unacceptable’.102

Shevardnadze’s influence was crucial in pushing a strong presidential version through parliament. Concessions were made to gain the required two-thirds vote. The introduction of a federal structure (which the opposition saw as an incentive to separatism) was postponed; a presidential prerogative to dismiss parliament was dropped; and the president’s power to appoint a cabinet for a year if its membership was repetitively rejected by parliament was removed. Parliament’s veto requirement was reduced from two-thirds to three-fifths and it was granted the right to confirm ministers. Parliament also gained responsibility for financial oversight through a Chamber of Control.

But none of this fundamentally changed Shevardnadze’s design. The president acquired powers that made it easier for him to dominate the legislative process. He was popularly elected – formerly he was elected by parliament – for a maximum of two consecutive five-year terms. There was no vice presidential position (the parliamentary speaker was next in line), and the president appointed and dismissed ministers. Dismissals no longer required parliamentary confirmation. The cabinet was headed by a state minister, who was directly responsible to the president. Unlike the French presidential system where prime ministers often have a parliamentary power base, Shevardnadze faced no opposition from his state ministers. The new constitution was created at a time of crisis and balanced short-term needs against longer term prospects for constitutional stability. It was more centralized than the Chicago variant, but regardless of its flaws, it was vital to regulating Georgian politics. It redefined the Georgian state and created authoritative institutions.

GLIMMERS OF HOPE

At the parliament’s opening session in 1992, Shevardnadze reminded his listeners:

Outside this chamber there is another Georgia where people are perishing, starving, where schools cannot work normally … where hospitals lack proper medicines … and culture is on the edge of destruction. We must always keep this real country in front of us, the people who sent us here.103

Between 1992 and 1995, ‘this real country’ slid into deep poverty. Despite political pluralism – in 1993 there were 54 registered political parties, 22 newspapers, and 55 TV companies – it was politics without the people. There were no effective parties, nor proper security and economic conditions conducive to the growth of civil society. Vertical links between state and society and horizontal links between nonstate organizations were tenuous. There were signs of social initiative between 1992 and 1995, including strikes, protests among villagers and neighborhoods against corrupt administrators or electricity blackouts, the emergence of independent trade unions (including three journalists’ associations), and some nongovernmental organizations.104 But protests were spontaneous, and NGOs were small, poorly organized, and lacking resources. Trust in the government was low – a survey conducted in early 1994 reported that 60.7 and 86.8 percent respectively, mistrusted information from parliament and the cabinet of ministers.105 The inclusive citizenship law, the establishment of a Council of Ethnic Minorities, and the encouragement of an Interethnic Congress of the People of Georgia failed to integrate non-Georgians into the state. Police brutality against Gamsakhurdia supporters and suppression of extraparliamentary opposition undermined Shevardnadze’s policy of reconciliation.

But out of this chaos came some surprising changes. The collapse of state services, along with unemployment, migration, and the market, began to shake up enduring values and behavior. In May 1994, a poll of 1,300 families suggested 48.8 percent of family income came from the private sector and 51.2 percent from the public sector, a remarkable turnaround in three years although much of the ‘private sector’ remained illegal.106 The professional Soviet ‘middle classes’ of artists, scientists, and doctors were losing out to a new layer of semilegal entrepreneurs, some of whom were beginning to emerge from the shadow economy. Bright students no longer aspired to teach at the university, but were attracted to foreign MBAs, banks, law firms, and insurance companies. Social mobility, although in many cases downward, began to undercut traditional Soviet values of social prestige. But norms and values are slow to change, and in 1995–6, surveys showed the majority of Georgians still believed the state was responsible for solving their social problems, for guaranteeing work, and for price controls.107

Paradoxically, despite the economic crash, declining birth rates, and increasing death rates, a Eurobarometer survey in 1995 revealed Georgians to be among the most optimistic in the CIS and the most open to economic change. In 1995, 45 percent claimed the country was moving in the right direction, an increase of 28 percent since 1994; 45 percent also supported the market economy (the highest among CIS countries); 50 percent believed the economic reforms were going too slowly; and 43 percent declared satisfaction with democratic development, 25 percent more than the previous year.108 This showed some acceptance of changing economic and political rules. Such optimism might be explained by a change for the better in 1994. It was the first year of civil peace since independence, the paramilitaries were largely tamed, firearms was controlled (a more restrictive Law on Firearms was passed in 1994), and street crime was declining. Shevardnadze visited President Clinton in Washington DC in March 1994 and gained direct US assistance of $70 million.

In December 1994, a 12-month IMF-supported program of macro-stabilization was introduced, focusing on monetary control, reduction in subsidies, price liberalization, reform of the banking system, and stabilization of the coupon. The period 1994–5 saw the first loans from the World Bank and IMF amounting to approximately $300 million and the forgiveness of some of Georgia’s $850 million international debt. The impact was evident by the end of 1995 with the first positive economic growth of 2.4 percent after four years of systematic decline. The population began to adapt, drawing on income from the black market, from relatives who had found work abroad, or from kin in the countryside. The Gamsakhurdia experience and defeat in Abkhazia led to a new sense of realism, an understanding that one could not live by patriotism alone.

This progress almost unraveled on August 29th, 1995. A car bomb exploded as Shevardnadze set out from parliament, located in the former Institute of Marxism-Leninism, to sign the new constitution. Peppered with stone and metal, Shevardnadze miraculously survived due to hesitation by the assassins.109 The murder attempt, later traced to Igor Giorgadze – a ‘pro-Moscow’ figure in charge of the Georgian State Security Service – and, to Jaba Ioseliani, gave Shevardnadze his chance. Ioseliani was imprisoned with 200 of his Mkhedrioni colleagues; arrests in the Security Service rid it of disloyal cadres, and Giorgadze fled to Moscow from a nearby Russian military base. Shevardnadze’s campaign against organized crime, led by a new minister of internal affairs, Givi Kviraia, was for a while, invigorated. The abolition of the decapitated Georgian Rescuers’ Corps followed in October. The assassination attempt strengthened Shevardnadze’s power; the question remained whether he could establish his authority.
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Democracy from Below?




On November 22nd, 2003 mass protests on Rustaveli Prospect, sparked by fraudulent parliamentary elections earlier that month, ended in spectacular theater. Frustrated opposition leaders, led by Mikheil Saakashvili holding aloft a single-stemmed rose, burst through the parliamentary chamber’s massive wooden doors, drove President Shevardnadze out of the chamber in mid-speech, and smashed whatever they could find on the podium. The following day, Shevardnadze resigned, two years before the end of his term. These events were later dubbed the Rose Revolution, but was it democracy from below, or was it a reckless and unconstitutional power grab by young hotheads? In fact, it was both a grassroots response to a venal regime and a seizure of power directed from above. It cleared the way for reform, but was a failure in the orderly transfer of power. The removal of a Georgian government by force for the fifth time in a century illustrated Georgia’s continued institutional weakness. Vicken Cheterian dubbed it Georgia’s ‘permanent revolution’.1

The new government committed itself to liberal democracy and a liberal economic regime. However, its achievements – more open elections, a plunge in corruption levels, dramatic economic growth, and a balanced budget – have exposed tensions between liberal economics and citizen democracy. The new government’s economic philosophy, transplanted to a poor country with a weak political system, exposed the pitfalls of what Karl Popper has termed ‘utopian engineering’. It amplified frictions between individual rights and collective rights, formal rights and actual rights, and state intervention and private liberties. Such contradictions represent unfinished battles in Georgia’s quest for modernity, and how they are resolved will determine the quality of Georgian democracy.

Measuring democracy by the frequency of elections, or by market reforms and political contestation, is like painting by numbers. Democracy is not a technical exercise, but a living experience. Daily encounters with the police, court officials, bureaucrats, local representatives – all are central elements in evaluating democracy. For citizens, these encounters determine the quality of democracy, their understanding of it, and their willingness to participate in it. For example, freedom of information – what Thomas Jefferson called the ‘currency of democracy’ – is enshrined in Georgia’s constitution and its General Administrative Code, but officials in many cases refuse applications for obtaining public documents.2 Outside Tbilisi (where most Georgians live), access to resources (such as property purchase) is privileged by membership of the United National Movement (UNM) or patronage. The practice and style of power in a transitional system like Georgia’s is as important as the institutional division of power. Georgia may be a democracy, but what kind?3

Modern democracies share certain principles and procedures – party contestation, regular elections, the rule of law, and civil rights that include freedom of speech, freedom of association and the right to public protest – but these principles are rarely accurate guides as to how democracies actually work. Calculating Georgia’s democracy by awarding grades implicitly compares it with Western standards and practices. But the deficits of our own democracies – political apathy, corruption, press monopolies, and the power of unelected interests and organizations – make those comparisons unreal.4 The EU’s emphasis on the Copenhagen criteria and detailed prescriptions in European Neighborhood Policy (ENP) action plans (including one for Georgia) undervalue the substance of democracy, its real-life workings, and its socioeconomic underpinnings. External programmatic stipulations encourage countries like Georgia to follow the ‘formal’ requirements of democracy, ignoring the much more complex task of introducing qualitative change (what Larry Diamond calls ‘the spirit of democracy’).5 As a result, words like ‘reform’ have lost meaning. Reform, for Georgians, is depressing, and often means the reduction of personal liberty. Georgia’s constitutional ‘reforms’ in 2004, designed to create greater cabinet responsibility, ended up weakening parliamentary control over the executive. Economic ‘reforms’, such as the abolition of the poorly performing Anti-Monopoly Service, or easing construction permits, while promoting economic liberty, constrain economic competition and reduce the ability of citizens to control their physical environment. A 20 percent flat tax – a successful ‘reform’ – disproportionately increases the burden on poorer Georgians despite its administrative simplicity.

The Rose Revolutionaries believe the best way to create a prosperous market democracy is to ‘pare the state’,6 but in developing countries where social inequality is rife, such strategies obstruct political enfranchisement and the expansion of opportunity. A ‘free’ market in medicines (largely unregulated, it has led families into deep indebtedness and raised safety concerns), and high-priced education, has reduced the opportunities for economic and political participation among poor and rural Georgians. Georgia is a ‘limited access social order’ in which mobility and entry into the political system is blocked by poverty, inequality, and systemic hierarchies.7

Tough economic reform can strengthen democracy by reducing the rule of narrow orthodoxies and state controls. But it can also concentrate economic power. Economic liberalism under Saakashvili has taken on a utopian militancy, focusing, as Robert Reich puts it, on the values of consumers over the values of citizens.8 Georgia’s economic policy has skeletized the state’s investment in the labor market, in the environment and public health, and has eliminated constraints on the executive exercised by public sector organizations. The weakness of what J.K. Galbraith calls ‘countervailing power’ has produced a political system based on an unstable form of charismatic populism. Deregulating the state has led to greater disenfranchisement of its citizens.
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The Rose Revolution begins. People gather outside Government House, November 2003.

Individual rights and market freedom in Georgia over the last 20 years have been poorly balanced by economic security. Georgian democracy’s popular and institutional base remains unstable. In 2008, elections were free (though not necessarily fair), criminal infiltration of government was practically eliminated, and laws were better implemented. Saakashvili has made important concessions to the opposition; he increased its representation on the Central Election Commission (CEC) and the Public Broadcasting Channel’s Board, and invited it to enlarged Security Council meetings. But the legal process is unpredictable, and, for many Georgians, unattainable. Legislative, judicial, and societal oversight of the executive is minimal. The opposition remains ineffectual, interest groups are weak, and illegal police surveillance of citizens has expanded. Civil society is uneven. Compare civic awareness and organization in the poor Tbilisi neighborhoods of Didi Didube and Nadzaladevi with the prosperous Vake and Saburtalo districts, where most Western optimists live and observe.


Georgia’s pluralist structures are grafts from abroad. They draw on idealized Georgian values of ethnic tolerance, individualism, and ‘Europeannness’, which give them popular legitimacy. President Shevardnadze’s emphasis on reconciliation was crucial in establishing ‘normal’ politics. But the elite pact that brought peace, and co-opted former enemies, reinforced the government’s isolation. Government under Shevardnadze resembled a medieval court where nomenklatura vassals battled for resources and power. Ordinary Georgians’ disdain for their state deepened as Shevardnadze’s government failed to provide security or proper access to health and education. It is Galbraith again who reminds us that ‘nothing… sets a stronger limit on the liberty of the citizen than a total absence of money’. This is surely relevant in a society where over one-third are officially on the poverty line.9

Democracy does not spring from the rubble of communism. Seeds must be nurtured, seedlings must be watered, plants must be staked. The state, particularly in post-Soviet conditions where the middle class is absent, should play an important role stimulating the market and encouraging public engagement with government. Michael Mann argues that the state’s ability to coordinate and regulate civil society – what he calls ‘infrastructural power’ – is not the same as ‘despotic power’, or the state’s ability to exercise power arbitrarily over civil society.10 Stable democracies have strong infrastructural power. Post-Soviet societies do not. Voices within the World Bank and the IMF now admit that the emphasis on the withering of the state was unsuitable for struggling post-Soviet societies. Institutional development, civil society, and poverty reduction (all elements of infrastructural power) should be vital state concerns that promote economic growth and sustain political stability.11 Privatization (the divestment of state property) was, as Roman Gotsiridze, the former president of the Georgian National Bank put it, only the beginning of Georgia’s transformation, not its culmination.12 Building a market democracy in post-Soviet conditions (or sustaining one in developed polities) needs resources only the state can provide.

The state protects individual rights as well as constrains powerful private interests. A legal state cannot be a ‘minimum national state’.13 It must create the authority, consensus, and rules that sustain liberalism. Democracy is meaningless without the capacity of citizens to participate in or have influence on policy making. The civic community – characterized by citizens’ pursuit of enlightened self-interest, horizontal links between local groups, economic independence, and trust for one another – is weak in Georgia. Shevardnadze’s government legislated democracy, but neglected its practical underpinnings such as a fair and workable tax system, local government autonomy, the rule of law, an honest civil service, and legal economic opportunities for its citizens. The greatest democratic deficit was the Georgian state’s inability to implement its own statutes. In Achara, for almost two decades, Aslan Abashidze ran an authoritarian feudatory that ignored Georgian parliamentary legislation, ran fraudulent elections, and rejected the rulings of its supreme court.

Government cannot organize society or opposition by fiat, and obstacles to civil society are not always under government control. The absence of clear social cleavages and the persistence of traditional loyalties to kin and patrons are significant obstructions to democracy-building in Georgia. Robert Putnam argues that strong civil society organizations serve as ‘schools of democracy’.14 But in Georgia, political participation remains weak. In a 2002 survey, only 3.6 percent had contacted parliament or a ministry in the previous year, and 3.9 percent had taken part in some collective civil action. Four years later in 2006, 2.2 percent claimed they had appealed to parliament that year, 4.7 percent had addressed local government, and 2.0 percent had participated in some form of collective action.15 In a 2008 survey, only 19.5 percent of Tbilisi residents believed citizens could exert any influence on government policy.16 For Georgians, informal networks, and powerful patrons are the instruments of survival, not local government officials or MPs (although the latter, especially if members of the ruling party, also act as ‘patrons’). The domestic economic crisis, reinforced by the global slump after 2008, continues to sideline Georgia’s ‘schools of democracy’.17

In the 1990s, international finance organizations equated Tbilisi with Georgia, and post-communism with modernity. In fact, after the USSR’s collapse, well-intentioned Western tax models postponed Georgia’s modernization and facilitated secret compacts between state officials and business. Western economic advice, despite the emphasis on ‘governance’ and poverty reduction, contributed to the destruction of Georgia’s economic base. International funding relied on the donors’ agenda and led to a professionalized system of local activists who stuck to programs shaped from outside, rather than focusing on the needs of their recipients. Georgian nongovernmental organization (NGO) leaders became a labor aristocracy in Georgia, paid in dollars and sharing a lifestyle that was quite alien to that of most Georgians. By the turn of the millennium, the majority of Georgians must have wondered whether ‘liberalism’ could bring anything but corruption, gangsters, bread lines, and shivering nights. It deepened what Lipset and Schneider have called the ‘confidence gap’, or the popular credibility of democracy’s benefits.18

The emphasis on the ‘autonomy’ of civil society from the state – an abstract understanding of the relationship – and the promotion of a model that did not include, for example, labor organizations, crippled democratization from the beginning. It left Georgian society marginalized, unable to compete in the bargaining process for power and resources (what we call the democratic process), in particular for better work safety, public health, and environmental protections. Civil society networks without effective state institutions to support and regulate them are no guarantee of democratic growth.19

Publicly disdainful of IMF strictures and ‘interference’ in Georgia’s sovereign rights, the new Georgian government under President Saakashvili has breathed life into IMF monetarist policies. For Georgia’s farmers, public employees, and teachers, this will likely mean fewer jobs; at the same time, it increases the potential for popular protest when government performance falters. On November 7th, 2007, up to 100,000 Georgians, frustrated with poor social conditions and limited employment prospects, took to the streets. It led to a constitutional crisis following a brutish dispersion of protestors by the police and a temporary suspension of civil rights.20 Over 80 percent of the population, in a survey taken shortly afterwards, considered government action disproportionate.21 Saakashvili’s government is modernizing the state, but it is also intensifying economic insecurity and diminishing citizen power. It is reinforcing a cycle of protest and revolt that has dominated Georgian politics for almost two decades.

Adam Przewroski claims that ‘democracy must generate substantive outcomes’.22 Youthful dynamism, anticorruption drives, and integration with Europe are not enough to sustain public support. Georgians, from being among the most optimistic of post-Soviet populations regarding democratic change, were by the end of Shevardnadze’s rule in 2003 pessimistic about democracy’s prospects. In June of that year, only 20 percent were satisfied with democracy’s progress in Georgia. The Rose Revolution changed attitudes: 65 percent in 2005 were quite or very satisfied with democracy’s progress, and in 2006, 67 percent of Georgians agreed a democratic system was quite or very good for the country. However, in the same 2006 survey, 57.4 percent declared order was more important than popular influence on government decisions.23 Such apparent contradictions reflect ambivalence about the ‘substantive outcomes’ of democracy. President Saakashvili extols the good life in Georgia and has urged a ‘nationwide, comprehensive process of consulting the people of Georgia’, but his rhetoric glosses over the reality of hardship and ignores the principle of consultation.24 Georgia today is a two-tier democracy, public and splashy in the center, but ignorant and crippled in the provinces and city outskirts.

INTEREST GROUPS AND CIVIL SOCIETY

Most students of democracy consider interest groups and associations indispensable to keeping the electorate informed and ensuring accountability. Until the mid-1990s, the environment in Georgia for such groups was unfavorable. The breakdown in authority led to a private world of patronage, an intensified reliance on the family, and illegal methods of survival. The conditions for effective public interest groups – economic stability, legal recognition, and accessible information – did not exist. Georgian officials in the 1990s had not heard of ‘interest groups’ – there was no such phrase in Georgian. In 1996, the World Values Survey found that only 3.3 percent of the Georgian population were members of professional associations, and 1.9 percent of charitable organizations. Capitalism stimulated new economic interests and the NGO sector exploded in the late 1990s, but organized interest groups in areas of labor, agriculture, even business, remained weak. In 2011, there were still no effectual journalists’ associations, no pensioners’ groups, no influential trade unions, and no strong independent business associations.

The weakness of interest groups, and the ideological emptiness of political parties, reflects Georgia’s feeble social structures. In 2011, talk of a Georgian middle class made only limited sense. The Georgian government has no statistical definition of ‘middle class’, and the shared values and solidarities of this putative class are almost impossible to define. Emigration, high unemployment, and an outsized black economy add to Georgian society’s social opacity. There is a mix of corporatist, pluralist, and ‘traditional’ group interests in Georgia. Under Shevardnadze, the former nomenklatura, familiar with the Soviet corporatist model, promoted state management of the economy through control over privatization deals and cozy relationships with large manufacturing enterprises.25 Youthful parliamentarians educated abroad (known briefly as the Mississipdaleulni, or ‘those who have drunk from the Mississippi’, symbolizing a Western education), in contrast, promoted civic participation by independent associations and NGOs. Inchoate and often without the power to coerce their ‘members’ into compliance, civic associations have advanced organizationally since the Rose Revolution. But their influence on government, never strong in the first place, has surprisingly diminished. The new government no longer needs NGO partnerships to fulfill state functions, and foreign investment in the Third Sector has declined. The young reform-minded ministers, it was thought, would promote grassroots democracy. But the massive migration of NGO personnel to public service since the Rose Revolution – former prime ministers Zurab Zhvania, Zurab Noghaideli, minister of internal affairs Vano Merabishvili, and Secretary of the National Security Council, Giga Bokeria are all former NGO activists – has not led to an improved partnership between government and civil society.26

Interest groups in Georgia – the essential engines of civil society and democracy – can be divided into four categories: first, formal interest groups, such as business and journalists’ associations, as well as political parties; second, amorphous interest groups such as farmers and pensioners, which may lack informational exchange systems or lobbying capacity, but share common interests and can influence government policy because of their size; third, indigenous NGOs, ‘Western’ in style and often inspired and sustained by international nongovernmental organizations (INGOs); and fourth, transnational organizations, foreign government agencies, and international NGOs like the World Bank or the National Democratic Institute for International Affairs (NDI). These organizations, which may represent governments, lobby and promote specific policies (despite their denials). Finally, there are patronage groups, based on friends, family, locality, or professional solidarity. They are the hardest to investigate, and there are important objections to defining them as ‘civil society’ groups, as they do not work in the public realm to achieve public goals. However, as Chris Hann points out, that would rule out informal and hidden practices in Western and non-Western cultures alike.27 Patronage groups embody traditional social practices of Georgian society and are used as mediators in economic and political transactions with the state. Their ubiquity and influence in Georgian political life make them essential to any discussion of state–society relations.

POLITICAL PARTIES

In democracies, political parties are critical links between the state and its citizenry, articulating and aggregating public interests, checking the executive, offering political alternatives, and sustaining a reasonably equitable distribution of resources. Without parties, neither political contestation nor participation would be possible in a representative democratic system. Parties are vital sources of legitimacy – unstable party systems increase the chance of unstable democracies.28 Weak parties are less able to check corruption, sustain difficult reforms, or reinforce systemic legitimacy.

Robert Dahl wrote that the ‘one perennial problem of opposition is that there is either too much or too little’.29 In the last two decades, Georgia has experienced both. There are too many parties with too little power. The five parliamentary elections since 1995 were contested by 145 parties and blocs and, in 2005, 182 parties were registered with the Ministry of Justice.30 The enthusiasm for parties does not extend to maintaining links with the citizenry. Despite their colorful posturing, their multiplicity, and occasional successes against the government, they are not grassroots organizations. There are a few branches in the provinces and party offices in Tbilisi are always full of petitioners. But parties are mostly creations of powerful personalities (the Republicans are an exception). Parties are not important decision-makers and do not aggregate citizen-group interests. In Georgia, they belong to what Scott Mainwaring calls ‘weakly institutionalized’ party systems: they are volatile, poorly rooted, weak in legitimacy and, barring the established party, have limited access to resources. In 2007, 4.7 percent of the population were party members.31

Georgian parties, with a few exceptions, are unstable. Of the four parties that dominated parliamentary politics under Shevardnadze, three have collapsed (the Citizens’ Union of Georgia (CUG), the Union of Democratic Revival, and the National Democratic Party) and the other – Industry Will Save Georgia (IWSG) – was marginal in 2011. There have been some successes: the Labor Party, founded in 1995, has sustained its blue-collar support and representation in every parliament (though barely); and the Republican Party (founded in 1978) has survived as a voice promoting the rule of law.32 New parties, such as Irakli Alasania’s Our Georgia-Free Democrats, understand the importance of regional organization. However, none of these parties have been close to gaining power. In 1995, 21 parties registered in the two-month pre-election period and 53 participated in the general elections. Most subsequently dropped out of sight. In 1999, 45 parties competed; in 2004, it was 17. Party labels are not useful guides to political opinion. MPs have multiple reasons for joining parties, but the leader plays a critical role. Party participation in blocs and coalitions has little bearing on ideological positions. The Socialist Party in the 1995 elections was pro-government; in 1999 it joined the opposition with rightist parties including Abashidze’s Union for Democratic Revival; in 2003 it returned, along with the formerly oppositionist NDP, to a united pro-Shevardnadze bloc.

The programs of the parliamentary parties are eclectic. They all support democracy, the market, the inviolability of private property, and human rights. The CUG argued for tough IMF reform, but was a member of the Socialist International. The IWSG, though pro-business, urges the defense of the ‘socially vulnerable’.33 The Labor Party emphasizes jobs, free healthcare, and a better distribution of wealth; the Socialist Party’s program demands ‘the stimulation of private property’, the formation of a ‘middle class’, and ‘healthy competition’.34 There are differences mostly of emphasis between the parties: the CUG called for integration with Western financial institutions while the IWSG is protectionist. The UNM espouses radical economic reform, while the New Conservative Party, the New Rights, and Our Georgia-Free Democrats focus on the inviolability of private property and anti-monopoly legislation. The Republicans, associated with younger urban intellectual elites, urge a parliamentary system and the separation of church and state.35 All major parties are center right (with the possible exception of the Labor Party) despite surveys suggesting the majority of the population wants more government intervention in public health, education, and on pensions. Splits, which occur often, are rancorous and personal. During political debates on TV, programmatic differences are unfailingly lost in a barrage of ad hominem attacks.

Georgia’s parties do not have strong supportive constituencies. Parliamentary parties do not represent any particular generation, social group, or region (the Union for Democratic Revival was an exception). There are differences in party support in Tbilisi, or in provincial and rural areas, but there is little evidence that voters of any age group, class, or region see particular parties as ‘theirs’. There is significant support among low-income voters for the Labor Party, and non-Georgians in the 1995 and 1999 elections voted predominantly for the CUG (though this may have been due to fraudulent counting). The UNM has more support in the regions (especially Samegrelo and Samtskhe-Javakheti) and among middle-educated and provincial voters (although its leaders are mostly under 40 and Western educated).36 Ghia Nodia sees this lack of party loyalties as a reflection of new unformed social fissures in Georgia, defined less by class or socioeconomic category, but by generation, education, language knowledge (Russian versus English), and attitudes toward the Soviet past.37 Parties struggle with identity because voters identify with leaders, not with policies. Gogi Topadze, a charismatic and successful owner of the Kazbegi beer company, personifies the IWSG. Shevardnadze embodied the CUG, Shalva Natelashvili the Labor Party, and the UNM is ‘Misha’. In most cases, as the names of the Burjanadze-Democrats and Saakashvili-Victorious Achara blocs suggest, identity with leaders is encouraged.

Parties are mistrusted. Between 1998 and 2000, those who did not support any party increased from 13 to 42 percent. In a 2000 survey, of 12 parties listed, not one received a confidence level higher than 21 percent. The average was 10.5 percent.38 In a 2006 survey, just two years after the joyous Rose Revolution, a resounding 13 percent trusted political parties.39 Many are turned off by the fistfights and insults traded on the parliamentary floor, although nowadays pictures of an empty parliamentary chamber during debates are more common and equally dispiriting. There are wild boasts about party membership, but such figures are opaque and inaccurate; in my interviews with party officials, numbers are always accompanied by a sheepish grin. The absence of popular support is connected to party volatility and the closed party list system. Although most candidates in single-mandate districts are locals, the majority of MPs elected by proportional representation (PR) are selected by party managers from Tbilisi. They rarely travel outside the city on constituency business. A survey of 57 MPs in 2007 found that barely one-third participated in periodic district meetings.40 Few constituents know who they are voting for on the party lists, and due to the 7 percent barrier (reduced to 5 percent in 2008) many vote for parties that never make it into the legislature.

Internal party workings – with the exception of the Republicans, Conservatives, and Our Georgia-Free Democrats – are obscure and centralized. Executive boards and party congresses are required by law; and all parliamentary parties have territorial organizations at the local level. But real power – the selection of parliamentary candidates, control of party budgets, and leadership in local organizations – is in the hands of central offices and party leaders. Rules to ensure members’ influence on internal decision-making are not implemented.41 Georgian parties do not contribute to what Harry Eckstein has called ‘congruence’, or the promotion of civic values through internal democratic procedures.42 The UNM has no official membership or regular party dues, and between 2008 and 2011, there has been no national party conference, which contradicts the party’s own statutes.43 Georgian parties usually collapse as soon as the leader departs (the Republicans depart from this pattern). The CUG splintered into multiple factions after the resignation of Shevardnadze as Chair and Aslan Abashidze’s Union for Democratic Revival evaporated after he fled to Moscow in May 2004. There is no indication that the UNM is any different.

Limited finance contributes to the problem of weak internal party structures. The lack of resources limits grassroots activities in the regions. An awkward question during interviews, answers about finances are evasive. Fundraising rarely takes place. Parties rely on donations from businesses, banks, and funding from the state. This leads to scandals over sponsors and party connections to financial–political groups. Rumors that businessmen buy their places on party lists discredit parties.44 In October 2006, the leader of the Conservative Party was caught accepting a $20,000 bribe to place one such aspirant high on his list. In December 2005, the Law on Political Associations of Citizens was amended. Funding was awarded to parties that gained over 4 percent of the vote in the previous national election. The amount was based on their proportion of the vote. The funding package, designed to overcome murky sponsorship, bans anonymous donations and limits financing by businesses at election times. Parties are obliged to provide proper audits and an annual financial report. There is tighter regulation at election times when each party must set up an election fund and all donations must be specified. However, limits on private and corporate donations, as well as on reporting, are lightly enforced. Businessmen who support the opposition may find themselves subjected to a tax audit. The Republican Party until recent support from a Georgian billionaire, Bidzina Ivanishvili, had lost all its business donors and relied on limited state financing. The party leaders had no salary, and the majority of party activists were unemployed.

Parliament in 2011 is very different from its unruly predecessor in 1992–5. But good behavior reflects parliamentary irrelevance rather than legislative ethics. Radical street parties, ethnically exclusive, and with their own paramilitary organizations, have long disappeared. The Georgian Communist party, which split into three factions in 1995, has vanished. Popular opinion rejects the old tactics of boycott, occupations, and illegal strikes.45 Today parties must be pragmatic to gain votes. But although all parties accept parliamentarianism, the population faces a muddled political choice. Confusion, cynicism, and the lack of public support weaken the parties’ ability to defend the legislature against executive dominance.

In 2007, 10 opposition parties created a National Council of the United Movement with a hard-hitting 12-point manifesto demanding democratization of the political system.46 In 2009, an interparty working group was established, which evolved by 2010 into a ‘Group of Eight’ major parties, which negotiated with the government on specific issues. This is important, but parties are rarely united at election times, and unless Georgia’s parties overcome their own organizational inadequacies, the government will ignore them. The UNM, based on its revolutionary legacy, considers itself the true representative of the nation. The danger of such claims is the exclusion of alternatives. The adoption of the UNM party flag as the national flag and the appropriation of state resources for the party during elections suggest a growing fusion of party and state. Georgia has retreated from what Carothers calls ‘feckless pluralism’ (political freedom combined with weak government and limited public participation) and is getting closer to ‘dominant power politics’ (a merger of the ruling party and state, or partocracy). Georgia’s leaders neglect collaboration with Georgia’s opposition at their peril. They should take Benjamin Disraeli’s warning to heart that ‘no government can be long secure without formidable opposition’.47

BUSINESS ELITES

Georgia’s business organizations have little authority among the public. Businessmen express discontent with government policies, but corruption and a Soviet legacy of illegal entrepreneurship has prevented them from establishing themselves as popular models of civic responsibility. Barrington Moore Jr declared ‘no bourgeoisie, no democracy’.48 If the equation is correct (and it is arguable) then Georgian democracy needs Georgian business not only for economic prosperity, but also for democratic growth. But are Georgia’s business elites allies of democracy? They often have interests that resist democratization. They profit from monopolies, the lack of enforced regulations, and weak labor laws, for example. At the same time, they participate in policy forums, help set legislative agendas, and at times resist unpopular government policies. Some business leaders see democratization as the best means of protection from predatory officials. Erosi Kitsmarishvili, one of the founders of Rustavi 2 TV, favored (and financed) the Rose Revolutionaries.

Government–business relations in Georgia over the last two decades have been unhealthily intimate. Under Shevardnadze, despite the existence of an Investment Legislative Support Council and a Consultative Economic Council in the Chancellery, the allocation of government contracts, privatization tenders, or tax exemptions was done through informal networks. Laws, especially those concerned with budgetary and fiscal matters, were riddled with exceptions and special considerations to friendly business interests. The 1997 tax code was amended 75 times in seven years at the request of businesses and enterprise directors seeking state patronage or economic privileges.49

Laws were poorly implemented. A Law on Monopolistic Activity and Competition (1996) created an Anti-Monopoly Agency that never worked. Badly designed legislation, such as the 1997 tax code, or the bloated black economy, led to an economic environment in which obeying the rules made no sense.50 There was no independent or competent judicial system (in commercial law, for example), which enforced contracts, and no legal culture among business elites. Tax avoidance was morally defensible and the only way of doing business. Government was unpredictable; the Ministry of Finance between 1992 and 2002 was reorganized at least five times, tax and customs departments were constantly shuffled between the ministries, and not once were national budgets fulfilled, but changed in mid-term to account for revenue shortfalls.51 Employer organizations weighed in publicly on economic issues such as import controls and VAT. They used the media, political parties, and their own employer organizations to influence legislation, and large manufacturing companies – only 19.6 percent of which had been privatized by 2000 – lobbied hard for state credits.

The most successful business organization under Shevardnadze was the Union of Industrialists. Founded in June 1990, it was a major lobby for medium-sized private firms. In 1998, it claimed a membership of over 100 factory directors and had a number of representatives in parliament.52 The Union’s campaign against IMF tariff and excise policies in Georgia – it argued that high taxes on alcohol, tobacco, jewelry, and other luxury goods threatened local production – convinced the government to reduce taxes on domestic wine and increase duties on imported beer. Other demands, such as the reduction of VAT and payroll taxes, had less impact. In April 1999, the Industrialists Union spawned IWSG, a party that at its height claimed 30,000 members. In 1999, it gained 15 parliamentary seats. Its rival for the business vote was the New Rightists, drawn from CUG rebels who split to form the New Faction in 2000.53

Following the Rose Revolution, new consultative organs for businesses, such as the Foreign Investors Advisory Council and the Business Council (attached to the Parliamentary Chairman’s office), were set up. Georgia’s business associations, such as the Georgian Federation of Professional Accountants and Auditors (GFPAA) and the Association of Banks of Georgia, have collaborated on a raft of new laws, including the 2005 and 2011 tax laws, introduced by a government promising minimal regulation. But under Saakashvili, business-friendly legislation comes together with threats to business autonomy. Conflict with business initially emerged over the government’s anticorruption campaign and its threat to re-nationalize ‘illegal’ property gains made under Shevardnadze. This led to the government’s demolition of ‘illegally acquired’ business properties and restaurants, and demands for inflated tax bills and fines.54 This was followed by hooded gunmen from the Financial Police invading businesses (including restaurants in the middle of the day) and seizing ‘corrupt’ entrepreneurs. Their operations were broadcast on TV reality shows. Traders and minicab drivers have persistently clashed with a modernizing government determined to remove bazaars from Tbilisi’s main streets (bazaars also sat on prime real estate) and ease traffic congestion by banning private minivans from the center of town.

Counting the numbers of entrepreneurial associations would suggest a dynamic business sector in Georgia. They include (or included) the Industrialists’ Union, the Association of Georgian Businessmen, the Georgia Business Council, the International Chamber of Commerce, the American Chamber of Commerce, the Georgian Chamber of Commerce and Industry, and most recently, the Georgian Small and Medium Enterprises Association (founded September 2010). However, these groups, despite frequent meetings with government representatives and impressive web pages, are unable, or unwilling, to protect their members from manipulation by state officials.55 Badri Patarkatsishvili, Georgia’s silver-mustachioed media tycoon, was the country’s second largest investor and chairman of the Georgian Business Federation. In 2005, he accused the government of imperious actions against business (his in particular), and for a ‘revolutionary’ attachment to radicalism such as the abolition of the Tax Arbitration Councils (in 2005), one of the more useful means for defending businesses against the Ministry of Finance. He asked sarcastically: ‘Can you name me a single case where a businessman has won out against the state? Does the state always have to be right?’56 He went on to describe tax investigations of his companies, measures he claimed were designed to ensure imedi, his independent TV company, deferred to the government. He described the Financial Police as an instrument of ‘state racketeering’.57 Patarkatsishvili left Georgia in 2007 for the more hospitable shores of Great Britain and died there in February 2008.58

Business parties, such as the New Rights led by David Gamkrelidze, an insurance company President in the 1990s, are seeking the support of an elusive Georgian middle class. Despite some evidence of its existence – such as the increased use of bank cards (1.9 million were in use in 2007), family holidays in Europe, cell phones (74 percent of Georgians own one), car purchases, and a new ‘glamour’ culture – it is difficult to define the Georgian middle class simply by income or spending patterns.59 In Georgia, educational levels are correlated with entry into a higher earning ‘middle class’. Sixty-two percent of the top eight percent of earners have higher education. Yet 15 percent of the higher educated in Georgia are poor and over half are unemployed.60 The potential for a strong middle class in Georgia is stymied by irregular employment and economic polarization. Georgia’s Gini coefficient, which measures income inequality, was in 2008 the highest in the former Soviet region.61 In Tbilisi (the situation is worse in the provinces), in 2006 only 34 percent of the population owned a washing machine and 12 percent a DVD player; in 2009, 58 percent of Georgians reported an income below $250 and 28 percent reported having no personal income at all.62 Migration of young and skilled professionals further diminishes the potential for a home-grown middle class. In 2007, if one categorized the Georgian middle class by income of at least 3–6 times the minimum wage (about 400 GEL a month) and 75,000–82,000 GEL ($45,000–50,000) in property and other assets, they made up about 8 percent of the population.63 Defining ‘affluent’ as an income above $250 after taxes, one study in 2011 designates Georgia’s middle class at around 13 percent. The rest of the population can be classified broadly as working or lower class, mostly unemployed and mostly poor.64

Paradoxically for Georgia’s entrepreneurial government, the majority of affluent Georgians are employed in the public sector. Yet the growth of Georgia’s middle class is seriously affected by the business environment, particularly small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), the best job creators. Defined in legislation as 20 employees or under, and with 500,000 GEL ($303,000) or less annual turnover, they employ 5.6 per 1,000 people. This is well below Western rates (Japan is 50 per 1,000, Germany 32). Their contribution to Georgia’s GDP is small – around 10 percent compared to 40 percent in most Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) countries.65 Things are getting worse despite the government’s liberal economic policy: SMEs make up 80 percent of all registered businesses, but between 2003 and 2008 their share of employment decreased by 10 percent.66 A 2006 International Finance Corporation (IFC) survey of SME owners hinted at the reasons for this decline: only 20 percent of owners claimed to understand unpredictable tax legislation that between January 2005 and November 2006 was amended 17 times, affecting 123 provisions.67 They complained of intrusive, poorly regulated, and unauthorized inspections; unclear procedures and guidelines for licensing; and corruption (which discouraged businesses from appealing fines and sanctions by tax and customs inspectors). One article in the tax code makes it a criminal offense to owe more than 25,000 GEL ($15,000) in taxes, a small sum, but which can be used to confiscate business assets. Laws are made like pancakes with little time for genuine input by business associations.68 As a result, there has been a decline in business owners' optimism between 2003 and 2006: only 40 percent were confident that the business environment would improve in the coming year (2006–7), compared to 75 percent in 2003.69 In part due to the global crisis and the effects of the 2008 Russo-Georgian war, 73 percent of SME owners in 2009 claimed the economic environment had worsened.70 Declining FDI after 2007 and growing foreign debt have led the government to intensify its use of tax inspections, fines, and extortion to drum up revenues at home. Transparency International (TI) terms it ‘tax terrorism’.71 If under Shevardnadze business had infiltrated the state, under Saakashvili the state has infiltrated business.

THE MEDIA

Georgian media – which go back to 1819 when the first Georgian newspaper, sakartvelos gazeti, was published – includes an impressive array of journals, newspapers, and radio and TV channels. The number of independent Georgian newspapers and magazines since the founding of 7 dghe (7 Days) – the first legal non-party newspaper published in 1990 – has exploded. They are in multiple languages, including 21 newspapers and 4 magazines for non-Georgians, a number of which are subsidized by the Ministry of Culture.72 In 2007, there were 37 TV stations and 27 radio stations. Six TV stations and eighteen radio stations were based in Tbilisi.73 Like their Western cousins, they devote much time to scandals, reality shows, and trashy sitcoms. Amateurish, biased, infotainment at its basest level, the Georgian media, particularly the print media, have had a baleful influence on ethnic conflicts and on state-building (Georgian radio channels utsnobi and palitra are exceptions of objectivity and seriousness). According to Zaal Anjaparidze, the media have increased public distrust in government by pedaling rumor and speculation.74 Prejudice against religious minorities is standard fare on most TV channels, and national minorities, if mentioned in the press, are frequently referred to negatively.75 The Internet as a source of information is multiplying. In 2008, there were 900,000 Internet users and in 2011, there were 550,000 registered Facebook users.76

Under Shevardnadze, there were poorly conceived media laws. Gamsakhurdia’s law on the Press and Mass Media, which was amended under Shevardnadze in 1999, gave the President the power to prevent foreign journalists spreading information ‘contrary to Georgian interests’, and mandated ‘respect’ for the President (article 24).77 The Law on State Secrets (1997) and the Criminal Code (amended in June 2003 to extend imprisonment up to five years for defamation of governmental officials) intensified the hostile legal environment for journalists.78 Yet despite his attempts to silence particular newspapers and TV companies – such as the clumsy invasion of Rustavi 2 offices by State Security officials in October 2001 – Shevardnadze kept state interference to a ‘respectable’ minimum, and Georgia had one of the liveliest and freest presses in the CIS. This did not prevent the independent TV channel, Rustavi 2 (known in 2003 as the ‘Zhvania-Saakashvili channel’) from joining the popular revolt against Shevardnadze in November 2003. Its support for the Rose Revolution was crucial. It exposed electoral fraud and served as a powerful mobilizational tool for the opposition. It informed the population about opposition rallies (when and where they would take place), ridiculed Shevardnadze’s government, and beamed positive images of the opposition across the country.

Saakashvili has strengthened the legislative framework for an independent media. In addition to media protections in the constitution (articles 19, 23, 24, and 41), the new government introduced laws on Freedom of Speech and Expression (2004) and on Public Broadcasting (2004). Amendments to the Civil and Administrative Codes strengthened journalists’ legal defenses. The 2004 Law on Freedom of Speech and Expression, which annulled Shevardnadze’s 1999 (amended) law, was drafted with the active participation of the Liberty Institute and other NGOs. It decriminalizes defamation and makes it difficult to lodge libel suits against journalists who are permitted to protect their sources of information.79 The 2004 law on Public Broadcasting is a good example of cooperative law-making with civil society organizations. It regulates public and private broadcasters and aims to transform state TV and radio into public entities.

However, Saakashvili’s emphasis on state discipline – even before the press’s patriotic alliance with the government during the August 2008 war – has led to a decline in critical news reporting.80 After 2003, most investigative journalists disappeared from the airwaves. Samotsi tsuti (Sixty Minutes), an investigative program on Rustavi 2 which aggressively exposed government corruption, suddenly lost its courage in 2004 and was closed. The TV station mze cancelled its talk show archevanis zghvarze (At the Threshold of Choice) in July 2005 after criticism of its ‘ethics’ by government officials. The entertainment quotient went up partly in response to commercial pressures (a Nielsen Media Research licensee now monitors viewing habits), but it is also a ‘safer bet’ for cautious management. After 2008, political talk shows revived. TV channels kavkasia and maestro broadcast strong antigovernment programming. In 2008–9, maestro produced Cell No. 5, a crude antigovernment talk show led by Giorgi Gachechiladze, the brother of Saakashvili’s presidential opponent in the 2008 elections, which was mindless and biased chatter at its worst. During my last visit in 2011, things had improved: public broadcasting channels 1 and 2 had reintroduced intelligent debates, but investigative journalists are still absent.

A survey of 50 media managers and 182 journalists in July–August 2005 showed that, protective legislation notwithstanding, 36 percent of them had been pressured by government in the form of ‘friendly advice’, or physical intimidation.81 In July 2005, a letter signed by 62 journalists accused the government of exerting political pressure on the media. This was dramatically illustrated by the on-air resignation of talk-host Eka Khoperia from Rustavi 2 in July 2006, complaining the government had leaned on her to drop the investigation of a murder case implicating the Ministry of Internal Affairs.82 In a 2009 survey of media professionals, 83 percent declared journalists were subject to government pressure; few trusted their own profession’s independence.83 Ministries and local governments continue to disregard the obligations of the Administrative Code to provide information. In one survey, 64 percent of journalists claimed that the public information they needed was unattainable.84 The government can declare the information a state secret, and appeals to the courts are expensive (100 GEL – about $60 – which for regionally based journalists is high) and full of deliberate delays.

Beatings of journalists, common under Shevardnadze – the Liberty Institute reported 27 such cases between 1995 and 1998 – continue under Saakashvili on a lesser scale, but with few consequences for perpetrators.85 Between 2008 and 2010, there were frequent reports of blackmail and detention in the provinces, and in May 2010 and 2011, antigovernment demonstrations led to systematic abuse of journalists reporting the violence. This issue was raised by the public defender in his 2011 annual report on human rights in Georgia.86 Intimidation takes other forms: in July 2004, the Georgian Times was raided by the Financial Police, and in February 2005, the owner of the oppositionist TV iberia was accused of accounting fraud.87 Even if these prosecutions had rightful cause, they were important lessons for businessmen with media interests. The Georgian National Communications Commission (GNCC), which licenses TV and radio channels, is another instrument of political pressure. It persistently refused to grant a news broadcasting license to independent TV channel maestro until forced to do so by an embarrassed Speaker of parliament in fall 2008.88 For all these reasons, IREX’s 2009 Media Sustainability Index – one of the more comprehensive measures of media health around the world – reported a decline in press freedom in Georgia for the second year running. Transparency International (TI) confirmed in its 2009 report on Georgian TV that ‘Georgia's media is less free and pluralistic than it was before the Rose Revolution in 2003’.89

The government’s actions after mass popular protests in November 2007 reflected the poor state of government–media relations. Following the declaration of a state of emergency, all TV channels were temporarily banned from broadcasting news and the oppositionist channels, imedi, kavkasia, and Batumi’s Channel 25, were closed down. This was a blow to the government’s claim to protect free speech, and new laws were introduced in 2008 which required the public broadcasting (GPB) Channel 1 to express multiple political viewpoints.90 The board opened its doors to opposition nominees and NGOs (7 out of 15 board members) and offered video broadcasts of its meetings. In February 2010, a memorandum between GPB and the 11 opposition parties gave the latter a daily hourly tribune on Channel 2.

However, press freedom is not defined by political concessions – Channel 2 and maestro TV broadcasts, for example, are largely confined to Tbilisi – but by public access to independent information, the protection of journalists’ rights, and the training and ethics of journalists themselves.91 Ownership is vital to editorial independence. Since the Rose Revolution, 12 television channels have changed ownership, usually as a result of the government’s illegal (or questionable) removal of broadcast licenses. Rustavi 2 and imedi, which share 61 percent of the viewer market, were forced into new ownership after 2004. Imedi was transformed from an oppositionist channel into a pro-government one. But who owns them is unclear. The majority shareholder in Rustavi 2 until December 2011 was Degson Ltd, registered in the British Virgin Islands (a new law forbids offshore media ownership, and Rustavi 2 is now owned by Levan Karamanishvili, a probable ‘front man’); imedi’s former official owner was RAAK General Holding, a United Arab Emirates (UAE) offshoot, but Giorgi Arveladze, President Saakashvili’s former Chief of Staff, is the general director and it is he who runs the business in favor of the government. Such close relationships between owners and the state, combined with an absence of contracts for journalists, make independent reporting difficult. In May 2009, when 64 imedi journalists signed a petition claiming pro-government bias on the channel, 2 were sacked, 4 left, and the rest withdrew their signatures.92 In 2011, parliament finally passed a new law stipulating greater transparency of ownership (but ignored seven other demands for, among other things, greater financial openness, easier licensing, and enforcement of the right to public information).93

An important source of independence is revenue, usually from advertising. In Georgia, the advertising market is dominated by two companies – Media House Ltd and Touch Media Ltd. The majority of their business is with government-supported TV channels. Oppositionist TV channels are effectively squeezed out of the market, in part due to government pressure on potential advertisers. TV dominates the advertising market (77.6 percent in 2008) leaving crumbs for private newspapers, which depend on income from sales and classified advertisements, with about 20 percent from commercial advertisers.94 According to one survey, 75 percent of Tbilisi residents watch TV at least three times a week while only 6 percent bought a newspaper almost every day and 22 percent none at all (although this does not include the large number of newspapers passed from hand to hand).95 As a result of poor circulation, papers rely on ‘sponsors’, fickle and demanding, who request ‘hidden advertisements’ or paid articles. Newspaper reporters on low salaries (an average of 250–300 GEL or $150–180 per month) have poor job security, and a weak labor code leaves them vulnerable to financial and editorial pressures.

Media independence is enhanced by professional organizations and associations, but the record in Georgia is poor. In 2003 there were about 30 journalists’ and media associations, including three that lobbied on behalf of industry owners.96 But when I surveyed them in 2011, almost all were virtual. The Independent Association of Georgian Journalists (IAGJ), the Society of Georgian Journalists and the Georgian Federation of Journalists (successors to the official Georgian Union of Journalists), are defunct or barely function. In 2008, the Journalists for Freedom of Speech was established, but it too is silent.97 When Georgian journalists want to protect their rights, what are their options? The first is open letters – one was penned to Joseph Biden during his visit July 2009 calling for an end to government pressure on the press; second are gestures of solidarity, such as the June 2011 protest by major newspapers at the auditing of Media Palitra, allegedly because of critical reporting of government actions; third is legislative initiative – the Media Coalition (a group of 11 media NGOs) successfully lobbied for a tougher law on media ownership in 2011; fourth are appeals to international organizations; a last resort is mass resignation.98 Media professionals have tried to police themselves, but voluntary bodies such as the Media Council and the Press Council are inactive. In December 2009, a Charter of Journalism Ethics with its own complaints body was created and, in 2011, a Media Coalition.99 It is striking that despite multiple attempts, Georgian journalists have been unable to create effective professional bodies capable of defending their interests.

Adam Michnik, invited to Georgia to mediate government–media relations after November 2007, wrote that a free press ‘means to be independent financially, so that no Ford or Rockefeller… can dictate to me what I should or should not write about’.100 Financial independence is not just about freedom from state distribution systems and printing presses (in 2011, newspaper distribution was monopolized by two private companies), and freedom of information is not secured by transferring ownership from the state, or even by good legislation. Media tycoons like Erosi Kitsmarishvili and Badri Patarkatsishvili were never guarantors of media independence, even if they are ‘oppositionist’ (the major ‘opposition’ channel, maestro, is owned by antigovernment financiers who do not seek objectivity). In 2008, Sozar Subari, the country’s public defender (Ombudsman), warned that ‘free speech is suffocated behind the veil of liberal legislation’, and pointed to advertisers pressured by government officials to withdraw their business from opposition TV channels.101 Add to that low-quality reporting, coercion by owners, the absence of employee rights, the lack of an impartial judiciary and the result is a polarized, biased, and easily manipulated media. TV and newspapers in the regions are particularly vulnerable to pressures from owners and local politicians. Under Shevardnadze, the media was harassed, resource poor, and libelous, but it remained a troublesome critic of government policy. Today, concentration of ownership, government intimidation, restricted access to public information, a biased judiciary, and mimicry of US infotainment styles have hollowed out its function as a ‘Fourth Estate’ capable of challenging executive power.102

TRADE UNIONS

The collapse of the USSR revealed a desolate social and political landscape in Georgia. The three groups that officially made up Soviet society – the working class, the peasantry, and the intelligentsia – were figments of the Soviet imagination. Instead of the trumpeted social solidarities within and between these groups, it turned out that Soviet society, as Alexander Smolar put it, consisted of ‘atomized amoral cynics good at doubletalk’ but ineffective at enterprise or organization.103 Georgia’s trade unions were a good illustration. A pillar of the Soviet social security system that provided vacations and healthcare, they evaporated as Georgia plunged into uncontrolled deindustrialization. The industrial workforce, most of which had been united in Georgia’s Republican Council of Trade Unions, disappeared into the black economy, or left the country for work.

Employee rights were abandoned in the process. Inattention to associations protecting employees’ rights – vital supports of pluralism and the rule of law – was a characteristic of most Western democracy-building programs. Yet Slovenia has one of the strongest labor movements among post-communist countries, enjoys high wages, and is one of the more stable democracies. The marginalization of labor in post-communist states strikes at the core of democracy: it weakens the role of interest associations and opens the door to a corrupt business–state relationship.104 Labor’s weakness amplifies competing ethnic and religious identities in the competition for jobs, a particular challenge for Georgian democracy.

Key to the powerlessness of employee associations in Georgia was the dramatic change in the employment structure. There was a massive increase in self-employment; 66 percent of the labor force in 2003 was self-employed, compared to 30 percent engaged as employees.105 The high number of self-employed reflects a lack of wage-based employment, not an entrepreneurial class. Rural self-employment, estimated at 78 percent of the country’s total, is subsistence farming. The work is seasonal, unpredictable, and unprofitable – in 2004, 53.4 percent of the rural population was officially below the poverty line.106 Self-employment among the urban labor force in 2005 was 39 percent, but some of these worked on local plots within city boundaries.

Privatization added to the decline of the state sector, traditionally the strongest source of organized labor. In 2003, of the country’s 30 percent paid employees, 22.5 percent worked in the state sector and 77.5 percent in the private sector, mostly in small enterprises. Manufacturing in 2003, where the larger enterprises are concentrated, only employed 4.9 percent of the working population. Between 1998 and 2003, employees in the manufacturing industry halved from 93,500 to 48,300.107 This sort of labor profile, with an overwhelming number either self-employed or rural employed, is poorly adapted to organization at the workplace. The Georgian government’s hostility to collective bargaining exacerbated the situation.

A second blow to employee rights was the explosion in unemployment. In 2000, the official unemployment rate among 15- to 24-year olds was 25 percent; 48 percent of the unemployed that year had not worked for over three years; 55.2 percent of them were women and 43 percent were specialists (i.e. professionals). A European Union survey concluded in 2002 that only 20 percent of the working population actually had salaried jobs and half of those were at budgetary organizations paying tiny salaries.108 In the private sector, only 13–14 percent had regular salaries and about half of the 20- to 30-year age group did not have a stable job. Only 2.2 percent of the registered unemployed (2,479) received unemployment pay at approximately 11.6 GEL ($5 per month). Unemployment pay has since been abolished along with most other employment services. Today, unemployment varies dramatically across the regions and among age groups. Officially 16.5 percent in 2008, the highest number was in Tbilisi.109 This figure is achieved by defining farmers with over one hectare, and those receiving non-monetary remuneration, as employed. Since 2003, salaried job numbers have increased (still a low 37 percent in 2007), but almost all economic sectors have seen a decline in employment. Between 2000 and 2007, 180,000 net jobs were lost (another 103,000 in 2008 due to the global crisis). The biggest job shedders were trade and repair services, public administration, energy, and education; job-creating sectors were banking and finance, real estate, tourism, communication, and construction. The employment rate in Georgia is a low 55 percent. Given such declines in job security, along with poor labor protection and low wages, the absence of labor protest is not strange at all. Confronting employers in these conditions would be perilous.

A third difficulty is the informal labor market. Estimates of Georgia’s second economy under Shevardnadze ranged anywhere from 40 to 80 percent. Nikolai Hadjiyski of the European Bank for Research and Development (EBRD) claimed that Saakashvili’s reforms, which attacked the incentive structure for illegal economic activity, have reduced the figure to 50 percent (a possibile reduction of 30 percent between 2003 and 2006). However, concealed output is still highly variable according to the size of the enterprise and the sector (the UNDP in 2007 estimated restaurants concealed over 80 percent of their income).110 Despite this, most Georgians – particularly in the provinces and rural areas where a cash economy dominates – are dependent on a second economy. This means the majority of Georgia’s working population remains unprotected and unintegrated into the legal labor market.

Georgia’s trade union leaders have spent much of the last two decades in property disputes, resisting government challenges to their considerable real estate. The Georgian Trade Union Amalgamation (GTUA), as it was known in the 1990s, owned considerable property, including 1.46 million GEL ($884,000) in resorts.111 Founded in 1992 as the successor to the Georgian Republican Council of Trade Unions, its leadership was dominated by an older generation who failed to adapt to post-Soviet conditions. Irakli Tughushi, former chairman of the GTUA, reported in 2001 that over one million trade unionists (including white-collar employees) had left the organization – reducing its 2.7 million members in 1991 to 777,000 in 2000.112 The population viewed trade unions as old and corrupt ex-communist institutions, irrelevant to employee needs. In 2000, 61.3 percent of the population did not trust trade unions and, in September 2007, just 15 percent viewed trade unions favorably.113 In December 2005, the state’s expropriation of the renamed Georgian Trade Union Confederation’s (GTUC) property led to an internal crisis and a new leadership was elected. In 2010, after a purge of ‘ghost’ trade unions, the GTUC can claim approximately 251,000 members in 22 unions, the majority of Georgia’s salaried employees.114

This relatively high number is not reflected by political influence. Georgian trade unions are searching for a new role, but remain practically invisible. There have been strikes among Tkibuli coal miners, Chiatura manganese employees, railway workers, taxi drivers, market traders, and teachers, but they have not generated public support. The GTUA/GTUC, despite a dramatic decline under Shevardnadze, had some minor successes: it promoted contract law and welfare provisions in parliament, and it was the major sponsor of a ‘general agreement’ signed with the government and employer organizations in 1993 and again in 2001. This included a 40-hour maximum working week, a minimum 24-day holiday per annum, and the participation of trade unions in the administration of health-care and welfare benefits. The GTUA/GTUC, which joined the International Labor Organization (ILO) in 1993, obtained a new trade union law in 1997, which preserved the right to strike and ensured collective bargaining (the 2006 Labor Code imposed significant limitations on these rights).115 However, the GTUA/GTUC never established itself as the umbrella organization for employees and became entangled in corruption scandals. Despite Georgia’s ratification of at least 14 ILO conventions, and national legislation defending basic rights and safety at work, most Georgian employers continued to break the law on issues of nondiscrimination, safety, equal pay, and overtime. The GTUA/GTUC had (and has) no effective lobby in parliament.

The Saakashvili administration supports an unfettered market; it has eliminated most employee rights and protections along with labor exchanges. Saakashvili called trade unions ‘useless mafia-type organizations’ and launched a policy of union busting, including the arrest of trade union officials, the sealing of trade union offices, the confiscation of their property, and the creation of government-sponsored ‘syndicates’ to displace trade unions.116 The state seized 90 percent of the GTUC’s assets ‘by persuasion’, including the 21-story Palace of Labor in Tbilisi. The President and Vice-President were (probably deservedly so) indicted but not charged. GTUC property was confiscated and sold at corrupt auctions at below market rates –the Union’s Nabeghlavi resort in Guria went for 11,000 GEL ($6,600) – which decimated the unions’ financial autonomy. Along with the abolition of the Labor Inspections Service in 2005, and the closure of the Inspection for Sanitary Supervision in 2006, a new Labor Code replaced the 1997 Trade Union Law in 2006. It was rejected by the Georgian Employers Association and most of the opposition. The European Union declared it contradicted ‘EU standards and the European Social Charter’.117 The Code allows an employer to dismiss employees, including pregnant women and trade union activists, for any reason provided a month’s severance salary is paid (article 37(d)). It makes written contracts voluntary (the employer can negotiate a collective agreement with just two employees), allows verbal agreements, and eliminates the rule of prior notification of dismissal (a breach of the European Social Charter ratified by Georgia in 2005). It establishes a 41-hour week (without breaks), with no obligatory overtime costs for employers. The right to strike is illegal if the employees are properly informed of their dismissal. Otherwise, strikes are restricted to 90 consecutive days and can be suspended by the courts for multiple (and vague) reasons. In practical terms, according to GTUC President Irakli Petriashvili, the Labor Code permits employers to dismiss employees for any reason without explanation.118 The GTUC leadership is attempting to adapt to post-socialist Georgia – a Union of Self-Employed and Commercial Workers was created in 2007 for the one million self-employed – but Georgia remains largely union free.

Reforms in education and the police force in 2004–5 were universally praised abroad, but they involved the mass sacking of teachers and policemen, violating civil rights. Deregulation and labor weakness may be good for foreign investment, but is it good for democracy? According to the Mayor of Tbilisi, Gigi Ugalava, the introduction of ‘good laws’ for employees must wait. The government’s current priority, he declared in a Facebook forum in June 2010, is to ‘defend and create comfort for the employers – people, who are bringing money’.119 Trade unions are among the largest civil society organizations in Georgia and since 2005 have become relatively transparent and more honest. Responding to EU pressure after a number of trade union cases in Georgia were taken to the European Court of Human Rights, the Georgian government signed a social partnership agreement in December 2008, which includes government, TU, ILO, and Employer Association representatives, known as the Social Dialogue Trilateral Commission.120 Yet, despite Saakashvili’s promise to reduce poverty and create jobs, trade unions are unwelcome partners in Georgia’s quasi-market economy.

FARMERS

Georgia’s farmers (often referred to as ‘peasants’ – or glekhi – by Georgians) have a distinguished history of self-government. From 1903 to 1906, they created a self-governing peasant republic in Guria, western Georgia, and they played a vital part in the Rose Revolution when they rolled into Tbilisi in trucks and buses to support opposition demands. But travel a few kilometers outside Tbilisi and you see rural poverty, dilapidation, and passivity. Today, the conventional wisdom is that farmers cannot make a democracy – that it is a middle class prerogative (even if this class cannot be found). This may be why the Georgian countryside has been neglected by Georgian governments and Western democracy-makers alike. Market transformation has impacted the countryside for the worse. The World Bank, Mercy Corps, and the Millennium Challenge Georgia Foundation (MCG) are promoting microcredit programs (some at 46 percent interest for small loans), agribusiness, roads, and irrigation. Grassroots organizations like the Taso Foundation are promoting community development. Yet overwhelmingly, the Georgian countryside is bereft of financial support, investment, and information (agricultural statistics are particularly inaccurate). Bankers have little incentive to finance small farmers without reliable information or collateral. In 2007, 0.8 percent of foreign direct investment (FDI) came to agriculture putting it at the bottom of the league (transport and communication received most at 20.7 percent).121

Agriculture’s share in GDP has fallen from 30 percent in 1990 to 11.2 percent in 2006. On the eve of the USSR’s collapse, 87 percent of agricultural land was owned by the state in the form of cooperatives and state farms. Gamsakhurdia introduced a resolution on land distribution (not privatization) in January 1992, which was followed by two new laws in 1996: ‘On the Ownership of Agricultural Land’, which permitted buying and selling with certain restrictions, and a ‘Law on the Lease of Agricultural Lands’ (1996), which started the privatization process. Both aimed to create landowners out of Georgia’s almost 700,000 farm households.122 Yet by 2001, only one-fourth of all agricultural land was privatized, most of it to households at an average of 1–2 hectares. Obstruction from regional officials who preferred to lease land, the complicated nature of land registration, taxation regulations, the quality of the land (often not irrigated), lack of fertilizers, and peasants’ own uncertainty about their future as independent farmers without capital or credit were all barriers to private land ownership. A new law on the ‘Privatization of Agricultural Land Existing in State Ownership’, in July 2005 reduced the state’s landholdings (although there are still no accurate statistics available on the amount of privately registered land). Sales and auctions were handed over to local councils or sakrebulos, giving local residents preferences at special auctions. Yet in reality, municipalities were confused by the privatization process and cashless farmers did not benefit from auctions or direct sales. Poor farmers are not always ready for privatization. In 2007, many resisted the privatization of pastures, which are a rent-free resource for grazing, and pasture management has since returned to central government.

Agriculture is vital to the success of the Georgian economy and the well-being of its citizens: it employs around 53 percent of the working population (although not all family members really work in agriculture) and constitutes 17 percent of exports.123 Yet the Rose Revolutionaries were unwilling to intervene to stem its decay: between 2003 and 2007, agriculture’s share of GDP fell another 10 percent (from 19.3 to 9.7 percent). Thirty-eight percent of all jobs lost in the economy between 2002 and 2007 were in agriculture. Part of this can be explained by the Russian embargo on Georgian wines, fruits, and mineral water since the fall of 2006 – Russia traditionally absorbed 80 percent of Georgia’s wines and Georgian farmers provided the Soviet market with 26 percent of its fruit – but the real problem is a policy of neglect.124 Until 2010, the Ministry of Agriculture was largely fictional (its budget was a paltry 16 million GEL ($9.7 million) in 2009). The government is a dilettante in agriculture. There is no extension service (though agronomists have been introduced at the municipal level), no agricultural bank providing cheap credit (in 2009, 1.9 percent of all credits went to agriculture), and no insurance programs for farmers; free fertilizer and tractors are distributed as populist measures from time to time. The government naively hoped that the development of the urban economy would trickle down into rural areas. There was no attempt to encourage cooperatives, which historically had been active in the Georgian rural economy. The absence of investment hastened migration to the cities, which increased urban unemployment and unsown arable land.
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A market in Tsnori, Kakheti.


Despite the link between rural development, poverty reduction, and democratic consolidation, problem-solving in rural areas was left to foreign agencies and local NGOs. Agriculture is a low-status profession and does not attract competent officials. In November 2010, following a new law on State Property designed in part to accelerate the land privatization process (in 2007, 45 percent of agricultural land was still in state hands), Saakashvili announced agriculture as one of the three pillars of the Georgian economy (infrastructure and tourism were the other two). He declared he would reverse the pattern of neglect, though there was little sign in 2012 that this reversal had begun.125 Over the last two decades, urban–rural divisions have deepened. Rural life is characterized by low levels of health, inadequate schooling, poor productivity, and poverty (in 2007, in rural areas, 29.7 percent were classified as poor, compared to 18.3 percent in urban areas).126 Farmers have no economic leverage and no political voice. Government financial support for the rural economy – it was around 1 percent of budgetary spending in 2010 – must increase to stimulate Georgia’s agricultural production, which given its small scale, broken infrastructure, and marketing inexperience, is at a great disadvantage in the globalized world.

Private farms produce the majority of food for Georgian consumers, but most provide only 15–20 percent of their produce for sale; they eat the rest.127 Given Georgia’s focus on specialized crops, and its uncompetitiveness, 80 percent of Georgia’s food is imported. The scarcity of medium-sized consolidated farms, the absence of machinery, fuel, good roads, and cheap credit (the best in 2005 was 18 percent per growing season) keep Georgia’s farmers poor. They are not the financially secure class of small landowners who could stimulate agricultural production. Land parcel registration, titling, and distribution – including the creation of multiple scattered plots – has been corrupt, inaccurate, and unfair. There are some signs of growth – livestock is dispatched to the Middle East – yet overall, the economic outlook is grim. In 2007, there were 656,000 farms with an average size of 1.48 hectares and only 16,000 with 4 hectares or more. Georgian subsistence farmers lack the resources – only 1.8 percent of the better-off households have a tractor – to introduce new crop varieties, create efficient farms, and produce products based on economies of scale.128 Government policies, which tax land over 5 hectares, actually discourage the consolidation of farms.

A number of organizations claim to represent farmers such as Elkana (the Biological Farming Association), the Farmers’ Association ‘Farezi’, the Georgian Farmers’ Union, and the Association of Landowners’ Rights (APLR), which is more concerned with property issues. APLR has powerful connections with the minister of internal affairs, Vano Merabishvili, former chair of the organization until 1999.129 There are a few successful production credit unions such as the Gori Apple Growers Association, the Tea Growers Association, the Wine Growers and Processors Association, and some cooperatives and water-user associations. But currently, there is no farmers’ party, and the NGOs, despite their programs of advice and training, have small memberships. Farmers may petition district officials to find credit or ensure fertilizer delivery, but district governors or gamgebelis, have little interest in agricultural development. Local elections and local government reform have made no difference to farmers’ fortunes. Local self-government in rural areas is embryonic and, as a result, protest, especially in non-Georgian areas, has become the preferred method of ‘interest articulation’. In Marneuli, Azerbaijani farmers rallied against corrupt land distribution in 2004–5; Tsalka, a mixed Armenian, Georgian, and Greek district, has experienced frequent clashes over land. This suggests that rural poverty when combined with ethnic resentment can be a serious threat to Georgian national security. As long as Georgia’s cash-strapped farmers are unable to practise self-government effectively, they are unlikely to provide the underpinnings of a stable democracy.

PATRONAGE GROUPS

Georgians have always conducted their business through networks of family, kin and friends, and, when necessary, through patrons. It was a rational strategy for survival when administrative and judicial structures were weak or alien. These networks, in many cases illegal or criminal but in others, based on connections made at school or related to one’s village or region, do not obviously belong in a chapter on democracy. Yet, the relationship between state and society and issues of accountability and representation in Georgia cannot be understood outside the skein of informal networks that are woven into Georgians’ lives. Georgia resembles Edward Banfield’s description of amoral familism, where the absence of social trust and credible state enforcement – generated, according to Banfield, by a history of colonialism and scarcity – lead to reliance on personal connections rather than on laws.130 This is reflected by the Georgian word upatrono (literally ‘patronless’). It is often used as an expression of pity, and sometimes refers to Georgia as a whole. Georgia’s patronage system is not always corrupt or dishonest; it can be inspired by loyalty and compassion. Shota Rustaveli’s aphorism that ‘what you give is yours, what you keep is lost’ reflects the often generous spirit of Georgian networking. But among publicly accountable elites, patronage often becomes an instrument of power, of self-serving interest and manipulation; in post-communist societies, it underlines the corrupt blurring between public and private. In Georgia, the system of patronage has eroded both civic participation and regime legitimacy.

The sources of Georgia’s patronage system are fourfold. First, there is a deep cultural value in loyalty to kin and friends. In a 2003 survey, when asked who they would appeal to in case of a violation of their rights, 78 percent of Georgians named kin and friends compared to under 40 percent for courts and under 30 percent for police.131 This was useful for evading Soviet bureaucrats, but it is a major obstacle to the creation of a shared public space and to a professional civil service. Second, the state in Georgia has a history of venality and abusiveness. It was often foreign – Persian, Ottoman, Russian, and Soviet – and it has encouraged illegal resistance, including popular alliances with criminal groups and powerful kingpins. The cooperation between Ioseliani’s Mkhedrioni and intelligentsia activists against Gamsakhurdia echoed the role of the ‘piralebi’ in West Georgia, armed gangs that hooked up with the Georgian Social Democrats against the Tsarist authorities. Third, the Soviet system relied on a neopatrimonial administrative structure to maintain its rule in the periphery. Lavrentii Beria, a native of Samegrelo, as NKVD chief in Moscow, maintained a network of Mingrelians in top positions in Georgia. Ken Jowitt points out that ‘the sponsorship by (communist) cadre-patrons of quasi-legal and illegal economic activities’ extended patronage throughout the Soviet economy.132 Georgia was often singled out, but it was no different in other Soviet republics. ‘State capture’ by a rent-seeking nomenklatura is a culture shared by almost all post-Soviet rulers. Fourth, state collapse and shock therapy provided perfect conditions for patron–client networks eager to invest in the state’s assets. Rasma Karklins calls members of these networks ‘transition profiteers’.133 Factory directors, MPs, and well-placed bureaucrats all took advantage of the privatization process, and in the undependable legal environment of the 1990s, had reason to protect their gains with ‘roofs’ or patron networks.

There are specific features that shaped clientalism in Georgia. The custom of family patrons or village ‘elders’ (mamasakhlisebi), patriarchal relations in the family, late urbanization, and the absence of public–private distinctions – all are legacies that delayed the emergence of what Ernest Gellner calls the modern ‘modular man’ in Georgia, capable of separating personal and professional values.134 The shortage economy added to the need for privileged access. Georgia’s wars magnified insecurities, generated scarcity, and undermined state capacity. Uncontrolled territories and porous borders in Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and the Pankisi Gorge led to the criminalization of business and to opportunities for protection rackets. Jaba Ioseliani and Tengiz Kitovani accelerated the fusion of criminal groups with state structures.

Neopatrimonialism was a fine Machiavellian system for ensuring loyalty and controlling regional elites competing for limited spoils. It allowed Shevardnadze to bypass parliament and the courts. But patron–client relations are not only beneficial to elites; they are, as Joseph Lapalombara puts it, ‘key channels through which individuals can make their needs and demands felt’.135 These channels were vital to ordinary Georgians during the economic chaos of the early 1990s. Patrons were a source of welfare; the government was a source of larceny. Under Shevardnadze, state offices were a form of private property and rents. Through former Soviet networks, including Young Communists, industrial managers and provincial party officials, and using regional networks among Mingrelians and Svans, Shevardnadze kept the country functioning and himself in power. However, when he needed to check the excesses of the patronage structures, he was unable to do so. A direct attack on the system would disrupt the government and economy. He no longer had enough credibility to appeal to popular support, and in the end was trapped by the patrimonial system he had so successfully directed.

Saakashvili promised to end all this and create a criminal-free modern state with a meritocratic civil service. He has largely succeeded in the first, but failed in the second. The government’s campaign against the Georgian criminal world – Saakashvili declared that he would ‘destroy organized criminals as a class’ – has been effective.136 It consists of toughened criminal laws, and a zero-tolerance campaign, which has expunged organized crime from the economy. But despite Saakashvili’s assertion that ‘our society should be based on talent and personal strengths, not on cronyism or who we know’,137 the patronage system, especially in government, remains in place. The personnel is younger, but just as ‘incestuous’, farming out jobs among its own. Standardized exams for higher education and the dismissal of the corrupt traffic police have made a difference, but for most people, patrons are more important, not less, as jobs evaporate. The old Soviet policies of affirmative action that helped women and non-Georgians have disappeared. Clientalism is compatible with democracy; it may even strengthen it in transitional societies, as politicians can promise deals for good behavior. But while Georgian society remains burdened by job scarcity, inadequate employment protections, and a widening gap between haves and have nots, ‘who you know’ remains the key.

THE THIRD SECTOR

A dramatic change in Georgian political life over the last two decades is the emergence of a nongovernmental sector. In the early 1990s, there were no independent NGOs in Georgia, although civil society organizations in Georgia did not emerge in a vacuum. The tradition of organized civic activity goes back to the second half of the nineteenth century when local government and educational reform led to a blossoming of charitable and self-help organizations. Eliminated in the Soviet period, reforms in the 1980s led to their reemergence. Known as neformal’nye (informals), the first grew out of Soviet institutions – the Soviet Georgian Union of Writers gave birth to the Rustaveli Society, for example. Others, such as the Caucasian Club, an early environmental group, challenged the government’s policies rather than the government itself. After independence, NGO numbers exploded and they became much more politicized. By 1997, over 3,000 NGOs were registered; in 2005, it was 9,000. Most were inactive. A USAID survey in 2001, estimated only 12–23 percent of registered NGOs were operating, others were involved in business and used NGO registration to secure funds, or were tax-exempted sports organizations.138

NGOs are concentrated in the Georgian capital and are financially weak – dependent in most cases on grants from international foundations – but they have played a significant role in shaping Georgian legislation. They lobby, organize protests, monitor elections, train parties, and represent business interests. Under Shevardnadze NGOs played a particularly important role, often substituting for absent state services. Their role in the Rose Revolution was crucial. They exposed the falsified elections in November 2003 and used their organizational capabilities to mobilize the population. Bills, policy papers, even political programs, have been initiated, reviewed, or written by Georgia’s NGOs. The laws on Grants (1996), the Code of Administrative Procedure (2000), the Law on Freedom of Speech and Expression (2004), the Tax Law (2005), all involved input from NGOs. Overall, in 2005 one-third of NGOs were involved in some kind of legislative activity and 36 percent monitored public/state agencies.139

However, not all Georgian NGOs are ‘progressive’; many belong to what Cas Mudde calls the ‘dark side’ of civil society, such as Jvari (Cross), or the Union of Orthodox Parents, associations that call for the suppression of religious minorities like the Jehovah’s Witnesses.140 Georgia’s NGO community suffers from problems common in post-communist regimes. Most cannot sustain themselves (many Western NGOs depend on donors too). NGO membership dues, if any, and service fees (an average 5 percent of active NGO income) are hopelessly insufficient. Membership payments to the Georgian Young Lawyers’ Association (GYLA), for example, accounted in 2005 for less than 2 percent of its funding.141 Georgian business has tax incentives to support charities (up to 8 percent of taxable income) but not NGOs. Dependence on foreign donors encourages issues that may be only superficially engaged with popular needs. Some of the most popular activities of Georgian NGOs are the environment, human rights, and education: labor, employment, and housing are less popular. This top-down focus on donor-inspired agendas – in 2005, 31 percent of NGOs reported a shift in their priorities because of donor preferences – has contributed to soft public support.142 In a 2003 survey, 81.2 percent of respondents admitted they were ‘poorly informed’ about NGOs; only 5.8 percent acknowledged they had cooperated with NGOs. NGOs are often accused of exclusivity, ‘grant-eating’, and of being servile to Western interests. In non-Georgian areas, there is little awareness of NGOs (in the Azerbaijani-dominated region of Kvemo-Kartli, in 2003, 88.4 percent were unaware of their existence).143 Georgia’s NGOs have failed to communicate their goals and good deeds to Georgian citizens. Voluntarism is insignificant and many NGO staff are unclear about elementary laws defining their rights and duties.

The Georgian state is an uncooperative partner. Despite the new government’s roots in the Third Sector, many of its officials are suspicious of NGO activities, just like their predecessors. Georgian NGOs have in the past acted as political bases for politicians – former prime ministers Zurab Zhvania and Zurab Noghaideli emerged from the Greens – and have been involved in opposition protests. In November 2000, NGOs joined student demonstrations and forced the resignation of the government; they did so again in October 2001 following government attacks on Rustavi 2, and most dramatically in November 2003 when they backed the UNM and its allies. The Shevardnadze government, despite the creation of a Consultative Council of NGOs attached to the State Chancellery, more than once threatened them with increased taxes. In April 2002, after linking NGOs with potential infiltration by terrorist groups, Shevardnadze proposed a new Law on Grants and Humanitarian Assistance, which would have given the Ministry of Finance supervisory powers over the receipt and release of grants. In 2003, the government threatened the expulsion of Open Society Georgia (Soros) for supporting the antigovernment protest movement known as ‘Kmara’ (Enough).144 Politicians like the late Guram Sharadze, leader of the Georgia First of All party, argued that NGOs were ‘taking orders from the West’.145

The Rose Revolution, it was supposed, would do what Hercules did for Prometheus and unchain the Third Sector. Positively, since 2003, NGOs logistical capacity and institutional sophistication has grown; in 2005, new channels of government–NGO consultation, known as public councils, were created (they were never active); and amendments in the civil and tax codes in 2006 and 2009 simplified the NGO registration process (there is no minimal capital required). But Third Sector influence has diminished since 2004. Two surveys of the Third Sector comparing 2002 with 2005 showed both a decline in NGO watchdog functions (from 8 percent of NGOs to 3.5 percent) and an upsurge in activities focused on government reform (1.1 to 11.6 percent). This might suggest greater NGO–government cooperation, but almost universally, NGO leaders I interviewed in 2006 and 2010 reported less government cooperation, less coverage of their activities in the media, and increased competition for diminished international funding.146 The scramble for smaller grants combined with better jobs for skilled youth in banking and government, and a more effective state drawing funds from Western governments, has kept the Third Sector in the shade. NGOs became not so much partners in Saakashvili’s dialogue with society, but marginals or obstacles. Since the 2008 war, international funding has shifted once more toward Georgian civil society development and NGOs are resuming their oppositionist role.

There has been considerable debate over the effectiveness of international aid in developing democracies.147 Official Direct Assistance (ODA) is designed to create democratic institutions and civil society. Georgia is the largest per capita recipient of such aid in the CIS, most of it from the USA which contributed $1.8 billion in overall aid between 1992 and 2009. From 1992 to 2007, the World Bank loaned or invested in Georgia over a billion dollars for economic and institutional development.148 Today, development assistance in Georgia emphasizes limited government, greater alignment with partner country programs, and civil society growth. The European Union (since 2003 through its European Neighborhood Policy and Eastern Partnership programs), USAID, and other INGOs, in their drive for ‘good governance’ in Georgia, have created a Third Sector that speaks the language of grants, projects, and strategies.

The INGO sector is diverse and many organizations, such as NDI and TI, have contributed to the diffusion of democratic norms and free elections. Others, such as the Open Society Georgian Foundation (OSGF), have connected civil society activists to transnational advocacy networks. But international organizations can be part of the problem. INGOs have their own agendas, and associations that do not tally with donors’ ideas of economic and social modernity, such as trade unions, pensioners, and peasant-farmers, are frequently ignored. INGOs are bureaucratic and are unaccountable to those they serve. Their projects are often overly ambitious and small programs proposed by local NGOs are often left under funded. Thomas Carothers argues that the professionalized model INGOs promote

comes out of a society that has wealthy, private grant making institutions, a large middle class with considerable discretionary income, and a corporate world with a tradition of philanthropy. The model does not do well in societies with none of these characteristics.149

CONCLUSION

In a sparkling paean to democracy on Georgia’s Freedom Square in February 2006, President Bush declared Georgia was a ‘beacon of liberty’. It was an echo of Western praise for brave little Georgia standing up to the Soviet state in the 1970s. Georgia is the post-Soviet vindication of the West’s ‘crusade for democracy’. Watching the Georgian parliament from the public gallery (before 2004 at least), reading the Georgian press, or attending NGO forums would suggest a lively democracy. Yet even without holding Georgia up to an ideal that most Western democracies fail to emulate, Georgia’s democratic workings are brittle, as the November 2007 government repression showed. Like most adolescent democracies (the combined age of the second, third, fourth, and fifth republics is only 20 years), Georgia is a troubled hybrid.

‘Countervailing power’ to state muscle is undeveloped in Georgia. The Third Sector is diverse, but it has not engaged ordinary citizens. The media is pluralistic, but is subject to shadowy sponsors and powerful owners. Despite the reduction of corruption, Georgia’s wealthy economic and political elites remain isolated from ordinary citizens and are tempted by the impunity that comes with power. Political parties are socially detached and ideologically mushy, and public apathy is widespread. Patronage groups, albeit decriminalized, straddle government and business; and national consensus – a quality J.S. Mill considered a prerequisite for democracy – is as far away as ever. Political polarization and a weak sense of ‘stateness’ in minority regions remain serious points of tension.

Georgia’s regional environment – Russia and Chechnya to the north – internal conflicts, economic blockades, the global economic crisis, and the continuing negative impact of Soviet legacies are hurdles to Georgian democracy-building. The new Georgian government has an audacious program of economic liberalism, modernization, and cultural renewal, but poverty and unemployment remain unacceptably high, and democracy has been weakened by a voluntaristic style of state-building that excludes the opposition. As a result, Georgia faces what Jose Molina has called ‘endemic dissent’, or volatility generated by a population’s alienation from the political system.150 If 2011 was quiet, 2012 holds no such guarantees.
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The State




Georgian statehood has a long and mercurial history, but it is one dominated by a feeble center, regional divisions, dependence on larger powers, and political discord among elites prone to betrayal, sacrifice, and redemption. Phrases like ‘quasi-state’, ‘para-state’, and ‘failed state’, applied to Georgia in the 1990s, could have been used for much of its existence. According to W.E.D. Allen, the victory of Georgia’s ‘great territorial princes’ over the monarchy in the fifteenth century condemned the country to ‘perpetual minimality’. The absence of territorial unity and a powerful royal administration, followed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries by incorporation into Russian and Soviet imperial structures, deprived Georgians of state development. Subjects in a police state, Georgians prioritized a ‘moral law’, shaped by tradition and the family; the state’s laws were to be broken or avoided. At the same time, popular dependence on the state – and for the last 200 years foreign states with little respect for the law – stifled civil society and its links to a national political community. Shevardnadze’s state, even after the adoption of the new constitution, consisted of a charismatic leader, regional power centers, contesting vassals, periodic warrior rebellions, and fealty based on personal loyalty. Neither the administration and its civil servants nor the people and their legislators controlled the state; the economy was dominated by what Jeremy Bentham called ‘sinister interests’, or powerful and unaccountable groups. President Saakashvili, who seeks to renew Georgian statehood, has acknowledged the absence of a strong state tradition in Georgia. In May 2005, he boasted, ‘We are a nation that is several millennia old’, but added, ‘to what extent can we say we had a tradition of statehood? Georgia has never had [a] successful experience of modern statehood’.1

The Georgian intelligentsia, by which I mean Georgia’s cultural, scientific, and educated elites, has been crucial in shaping Georgian identity.2 It was assumed by most Georgians that it would take the lead in building a new state. But Georgia’s Soviet-educated elites were focused on cultural development; in the Soviet period, they produced no significant national movement for independent statehood. Georgia’s intelligentsia was a beneficiary of an economically powerful state and never bothered (why should it, how could it) with the exigencies of statehood. After independence in 1991, the Georgian intelligentsia’s expected day in the sun became a few hours in the early dawn. Its social and political preeminence was tethered to the Soviet state. Global capitalism introduced a new economic reality that marginalized the Georgian intelligentsia. Georgia’s literati lost control over language, ideas, and public space as the new property system remolded values of status and power. Georgia had no market-trained economists and the new economy could not afford to subsidize the arts or keep the Academy of Sciences on its feet. A new state infused with the ideals of political and economic sovereignty, and beckoning a cultural renaissance, came to Georgia at a time when globalization and the state’s insolvency made such concepts redundant or unrealizable.

Constitutionalism is an entire process of governing. It defines procedures and establishes rules and mechanisms for participation.3 It channels conflict resolution, defines the state’s limits, promotes citizenship, and generates political consensus. For Georgia, on the verge of disintegration in 1992–3, constitutionalism was a promise of state survival. At its best, it would legitimate democratic authority, end the historical imbalance between society and ‘the authorities’, and finish off a system that in the first half of the 1990s was dominated by paramilitaries, regional potentates, and ex-cons.

State-building in Georgia has not been driven by constitutionalism (few states have had that luxury). All three presidents came to power following systemic collapse or revolt. All have contended with war and secessionism, and all, except Gamsakhurdia, have been dependent on Western institutions for economic aid. Georgia’s constitutional models have been tailored to the needs of leaders promising order. Constitutional flexibility is an important consideration for new states, but in Georgia constitutions became instruments for executive dominance. After the Gamsakhurdian tragedy, Western governments saw Shevardnadze as the best bet for Georgian constitutionalism – as did Georgians themselves. But despite restoring central government and stabilizing the economy, Shevardnadze failed to establish the rule of law. It was a system constructed from the roof down. Constitutional in form, its foundation was patrimonial, characterized by private dispensations and special privileges. Criminal networks seized the country’s economic life and the state became partially privatized, in large part by Shevardnadze’s own family. By 2000, the leader had slid into routine. He relied on familiar personnel. In 2000, 41 percent of top officials in central government were former high-raking Soviet officials.4 The Georgian Council of Ministers was a ragbag of officials with no collective identity or political influence, and parliament’s power was undermined by unelected provincial and district governors. ‘Rules’ were endlessly debated, but clientalism and informal channels of power – what Katherine Verdery refers to as ‘unruly coalitions’ – were the hallmark of Georgian politics.5

The constitutional amendments introduced by President Saakashvili in February 2004 (passed in great haste) added to the shallowness of constitutional law in Georgia. The amendments, originally proposed during the late Shevardnadze era, were designed for the revolutionary triumvirate of Saakashvili, Zurab Zhvania, and Nino Burjanadze. They were each given control over a branch of the state – the presidency, the government, and the legislature, respectively. The amendments changed the national anthem and coat of arms, and the flag to a symbolically Christian one. The impact on Georgia’s non-Christian minorities was considered, but ignored. Power shifted further from lawmakers to the executive, permitting the president to dismiss parliament under certain circumstances. The amendments were passed by Shevardnadze’s old parliament, a body that was viewed as illegitimate.6 When the constitution is poorly protected from active government modification, constitutionalism is undermined at its core.

Georgia’s constitutionalism enhances the autonomy of the president; it does not guarantee a division of power. A strong presidency is not always inimical to democratic state-building. Centralization can be vital to the success of political and economic reform in transitional societies.7 Granting Shevardnadze wide-ranging presidential powers in conditions of political fragmentation in the mid-1990s may have been the best means to restore stability. To overcome resistance from corrupt institutions and regional powers, presidents need all the authority they can get. Saakashvili required significant power to overcome organized crime in the economy. The danger is that such authority will constrain democratic change from below. Juan Linz argues that presidentialism is prone to such power-gathering, and that in divided societies like Georgia it risks polarization, deadlock, weak opposition, and the alienation of minorities. Whether parliamentarianism would be any better is debatable given Georgia’s fractious parties, but the negative characteristics of presidentialism accelerated the decline of Gamsakhurdia’s second republic (October 1990 to January 1992) and Shevardnadze’s fourth republic (1995 to 2003).8 Saakashvili’s dominance in the fifth republic has revealed a persistent pattern.

State power is central to Saakashvili’s economic strategy, pithily expressed in his New Year speech in 2010. He urged Georgians to hold ‘a hoe – or computer – in one hand and a weapon in the other’.9 His characterization of mass demonstrations in November 2007 as ‘a coup, which would have triggered [the] collapse of Georgian statehood’, suggests a bunker mentality in which legitimate opposition has no place.10 In 2009, announcing renewed economic reform, Saakashvili declared ‘we will have to work like a military headquarters’.11 Such militaristic bravado resonates strongly with many Georgians, tired of a dysfunctional state and incessant street protests. A state that bashes demonstrators over the head is not necessarily an unpopular one or even an undemocratic one. The problem in Georgia is deeper and more diffuse.

Saakashvili was determined to restore the state’s authority. Symbolic of the state’s new power was the erection in 2006 of a towering monument to St George on the city’s main square, filling the empty space left by the destruction of Lenin’s monument in 1991. St George is vanquishing a dragon, symbolic, perhaps, of a new leader overcoming chaos and insecurity. Other spatial reflections of the new state’s power are shiny plateglass ministries and police stations (representing modernity and ‘transparency’), international hotels (representing dynamism and growth), and the conversion of public bazaars into malls (representing the abandonment of the backward ‘Orient’ for a civilized Europe). As in nineteenth-century Georgia, roads and railways penetrating the provinces are interpreted as successful European statehood, conquering the village, stimulating motion (progress), and homogenizing the state.12 For Saakashvili, Tbilisi represents a new aesthetic. The city’s entrepreneurial image, and its flashy landscape is used as a magnet for investment; the dynamic image of regeneration serves a new nationalism based on youth and entrepreneurship rather than on tradition and culture.

But despite brighter political colors and a lively articulation of Western values, Georgia’s shift to a semi-presidential system has prolonged the pattern of an expanding executive and a shrinking society. Ordinary citizens receive better treatment by the courts than under Shevardnadze, but if a case reflects badly on the government, they encounter partiality and favoritism. The regions remain subnational systems of power, or ‘brown areas’, where the minimalist state is one still run by powerful procurators and governors.13 Georgia’s parliament is still dominated by a single party, the result of a weak opposition and entangled state–party structures. Saakashvili’s revolution aims at a transformation of social consciousness, but Georgia’s new economic system and persistent informal structures retain a traditional imbalance of political power.

No leader in Georgia’s history has assumed power in a constitutional manner (with the possible exception of Noe Jordania in 1919 and Gamsakhurdia in 1990, but even their accession to power was in the context of revolutionary change). The first constitution was passed in February 1921, in the midst of the Georgian government’s fight for survival. Soviet Georgian constitutions in 1922, 1927, 1937, and 1978 were legal shells.14 After his election, Gamsakhurdia ‘Georgianized’ the 1978 Soviet constitution, effectively amending it out of existence. Following Gamsakhurdia’s own unconstitutional removal, Georgia was ‘governed’ briefly by the 1921 constitution of the first republic, and from November 1992 to August 1995, by the Law on State Power. Since 1995, both Shevardnadze and Saakashvili have liberally amended the constitution. Between February 2004 and June 2012, it was amended 25 times.15 Both presidents exploited a weak constitutional court, an undisciplined opposition, and a large party majority in a single chamber parliament.

A MULTINATIONAL REPUBLIC

The new constitution in August 1995 defined the state’s political identity and clarified the division of powers. Defining the administrative system was contentious. Georgians’ patriotic bluster covers deep insecurities about their state and its borders. Regionalism in Achara and Samegrelo, irredentism in Javakheti and Marneuli, and separatism in Abkhazia and South Ossetia have troubled Georgian statehood from the first democratic republic (1918–21) to the present. This has had a major impact on state-building strategies. The first republic, beset by external threats and internal revolts, and influenced by Marxist ideas, rejected federalism. Autonomy was granted to Abkhazia, Batumi Region (oblast’), and Zakatala Region (later transferred to Azerbaijan in 1921), but not to South Ossetia, despite government promises.16 Gamsakhurdia followed this approach: South Ossetians, as a ‘non-indigenous’ people, were not entitled to autonomy.  It could be rescinded, and it was. The rejection of federalism reflected Georgians’ own uncertainty about national minority loyalties.17

The 1995 constitution was preceded by a Law on Citizenship (1993). The law granted citizenship to all born on Georgian territory regardless of origin.18 It attempted at a critical moment to overcome national divisions, favoring ius soli, or a territorially determined citizenship, over ius sanguini, one based on ethnicity. The constitution incorporates this inclusive definition of citizenship. It guarantees civil rights regardless of nationality, the use of native languages in public life, and supports national-cultural self-determination. But the constitution is also a nationalizing instrument, which prioritizes Georgian language and the Georgian church. Georgians are accustomed to the idea of a multinational community, but most believe in an ethnonational one. This contradiction has been a challenge to all Georgian governments. It was manifest in the 1998–9 debate over Georgian nationalists’ call for an ethnic designation in Georgian passports (ironically in the Soviet period, Georgian nationalists condemned the ethnic designation as discriminatory), and in nationalist resistance to land reform in non-Georgian areas in the 1990s. Public rejection of the repatriation of Muslim Meskhetians expelled from their homeland in southern Javakheti in 1944, and demonstrations against agreements between the Georgian Orthodox and Catholic churches reflect anxieties over ‘alien’ influences. Most Georgians believe that as the titular nation (the state-bearing nation) and the majority, they have special rights.19

Shevardnadze’s original proposal was the creation of an asymmetrical federation comprising Abkhazia, Achara, South Ossetia, and Georgia’s nine traditional provinces (mkhare). But the description of Georgia as a ‘federally based’ state jarred with Georgian parliamentarians.20 Soviet federalism was blamed for Abkhazian and South Ossetian separatism. It was a ‘poison’ and ‘destructive’ to Georgian statehood.21 Yet some form of territorial decentralization was essential. Article 1 of the constitution describes Georgia as a ‘unified and indivisible state’, but article 3 originally referred to a ‘joint federal administration’. That reference has since disappeared, but article 4 (in the 2009 version) anticipated a second chamber (the Senate) to represent undefined administrative units when the government gains jurisdiction over ‘the whole territory of Georgia’.22 There is no mention of the competencies of the ‘federal’ units. There is similar ambivalence over the role of the national church. Article 9 grants freedom of worship but gives the Georgia Orthodox Church (GOC) ‘special importance’ in its relationship with the state. ‘National’ churches are given a special role in other constitutions (for example, Denmark). However, article 9 was underpinned by a concordat with the GOC in 2002. Described as ‘a constitutional agreement’, the concordat granted the GOC the status of a ‘legal entity of public law’ and gave its clerics exemption from military service.23 In July 2011, an amendment to the Georgian Civil Code finally gave minority religious organizations equal rights to the GOC.24

The constitution gives no clear definition of local government structures; that is left to legislation. Governors and mayors, despite greater electoral accountability after the 2005 local government reform, are still part of a system of presidential patronage. Poorly controlled by local government bodies (sakrebulo), governors and their local boards (gamgeoba) resemble regional baronies. There has been a consistent reluctance to deconcentrate power. In 1995, when the constitution was adopted, Georgians had ‘lost’ Abkhazia and South Ossetia, and feared Armenians in Javakheti and Azerbaijanis in Kvemo Kartli might also secede. Article 38 of the constitution emphasizes equal rights but warns this does not permit any challenge to Georgia’s state structure. Group rights are excluded – not unusual in liberal constitutions – but Abkhazian is acknowledged as a state language in Abkhazia (article 8). The constitution makes no concrete provision for linguistic rights to Georgia’s other minorities. There are ex officio deputy speakerships in parliament for Abkhazian and Acharan deputies, but an earlier proposal for a deputy’s right to speak in his/her native language in parliament (a right granted by the 1921 constitution) failed. Such omissions, combined with the government’s effective removal of Acharan autonomy after the overthrow of Aslan Abashidze in May 2004, are unlikely to persuade non-Georgians of government sincerity.25 If President Saakashvili claims central government supervision controls regional corruption, non-Georgians interpret it as an attack on their autonomy.

Most long-standing stable multinational democracies are federal, but federalism is not the obvious answer to Georgia’s problems (it is unacceptable to Abkhazians and South Ossetians, and it could stimulate new claims in Samtskhe-Javakheti).26 The Saakashvili government has offered a federal framework and has proposed three programs for South Ossetian autonomy. The first, outlined by Saakashvili at the UN General Assembly in September 2004, after a half-hearted attempt to take South Ossetia by force that summer, was followed by modified proposals in January and October 2005. These three initiatives granted the region political autonomy including a parliament, official status for Ossetian, a locally elected ‘governor’ (metauri), affirmative action programs, and quotas for Ossetian MPs in the national parliament. This and subsequent schemes from the European Union (EU) and the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), were rejected by the Russian-backed South Ossetian leadership, which produced its own action plan in December 2005.27 Georgia’s acceptance of the federal plan for Abkhazia, ‘Basic Principles for the Distribution of the Competences between Tbilisi and Sukhumi’, drawn up by Dieter Boden, the special representative of the UN Secretary General for Georgia (1999–2002), was unacceptable to the Abkhazian leaders, and to the local population. Before the August 2008 war, the Abkhazian government’s minimum demand was a common state of equal entities.

Abkhazian and South Ossetian ‘statehood’ has existed de facto for over 18 years. Their de jure independence was recognized by Russia in August 2008, although neither entity is genuinely independent. The vast majority of Abkhazians and South Ossetians have acquired Russian citizenship. There is no definitive solution to these conflicts, but any resolution will require a reassessment of political sovereignty in Georgia, along with renewed trust, and a consolidated democracy in Russia. At this stage, a resuscitated international role (the UN Geneva Process has made no progress for years) and an end to Russian military occupation are unlikely. Even if the Georgian economy improves substantially, there are no incentives for Abkhazians or South Ossetians to reintegrate with Georgia. Georgia’s entry into the EU may be a stimulus for some form of reunion, but Cyprus suggests that it is not a sufficient one.

A PRESIDENTIAL REPUBLIC

The Georgian Democratic Republic was a parliamentary system. The chairman of the government was elected by the legislature for a maximum of two years.28 From October 1989 to May 1991, Gamsakhurdia led a parliamentary system, and from 1992 to 1995, Shevardnadze was popularly elected as chair of parliament (though he simultaneously occupied the position of ‘head of state’). In these early years, Shevardnadze was accountable to the legislature and had no veto power. The decision to create a powerful political executive in 1995 was influenced by a dysfunctional 26-party legislature, a vacuum of authority, and the return of the old Soviet nomenklatura. For former elites, according to Gerald Easter, presidentialism ensures better access to state resources.29 Presidentialism had practical merit too: the 1992–5 parliament was chaotic, and regional networks undermined central policies. The only resistance to presidentialism came from the Republican Party. Presidentialism in Georgian conditions, they argued, would develop into personalized rule. They were right, but Georgia’s experience of parliamentarianism between 1989 and 1991 and 1992 and 1995 was no better. It’s failure to create a coherent opposition and a stable government, admittedly in adverse conditions of civil war and economic chaos, was why presidentialism was considered a better option.

Under Shevardnadze’s presidential system (1995–2003), parliament was legally capable of restraining executive power. Article 48 of the constitution declared that parliament ‘determines the main direction of domestic and foreign policy’ including ‘general control over the cabinet of ministers’.30 It retained important powers of confirmation over certain presidential appointments; it elected the speaker who determined the legislative agenda; it had the right to interrogate government officials, including presidential appointees, and to confirm presidential declarations of emergency or war within 48 hours. All legislation went through one of parliament’s 15 permanent committees, which, along with individual MPs and factions, had the right to amend and initiate legislation. Parliamentarians were given extensive immunity and could impeach the president by a two-thirds vote if the Supreme Court and Constitutional Court agreed that the president had violated the constitution or committed treason.

Following the 2004 constitutional amendments, Georgia moved to a semi-presidential system with shared executive power. The new prime minister was responsible to parliament, and the president to the electors. The president was head of state, but no longer chief executive. In theory, this increased cabinet and parliamentary powers, but in reality, the cabinet became a presidential appendage, and parliament’s independent law-making role was limited by presidential prerogatives (see figure opposite). According to the present constitution, the president has the option to chair cabinet meetings and determine their agenda. He can dismiss the cabinet entirely, or the ministers of defense, justice, internal affairs, and state security separately. He can reverse ministerial or cabinet decisions if they conflict with his own ‘normative acts’. Only in the case of a three-fifth’s majority can the parliament exercise its right to fire the government, but it will face dismissal by the president as a result. As one report put it, ‘the government, in essence, is the President’s advisory body and the executor of his decisions’.31 Cabinet weakness is reflected by the rapid turnover of prime ministers and ministers. Under Shevardnadze, there were five state ministers between 1995 and 2003 (the state minister led the cabinet); Saakashvili appointed six prime ministers between 2003 and 2009, one a year, on average.

The president calls elections, a parliamentary prerogative before 1995, and, although he no longer has exclusive control over the formation of the budget (he shares that with the government), it has been removed from parliamentary control. Before the 2004 amendments, parliament could at least reject the budget. Now, should parliament refuse to pass the budget, the president can pass it by decree or dismiss the parliament if it fails to approve it after three months (article 93, parts 3 and 6). The president continues to nominate all members of the Supreme Court (parliament confirms) and dominates appointments to the Constitutional Court and the armed forces. The legal reform in 1997 was focused on enhancing judicial independence, but the creation of a High Council of Justice to regulate the judicial system, with the president as chairman, increased executive power. Saakashvili subsequently annulled presidential participation in the High Council, but indirectly – through his influence over the selection of nominees to the Council – he retains a powerful influence over judges and their appointments.
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The Georgian Presidential System, 2004–13
(The Chamber of Control was renamed the State Audit Service in 2012, and given additional powers)


The president has wide legislative powers: he initiates legislation at any time outside the regular parliamentary schedule (something denied to the US president), and presidential bills take priority over government alternatives. He can call a referendum and special parliamentary sessions. The president issues edicts (brdzanebuleba), orders (brdzaneba), and decrees (dekreti).32 The latter have the status of law in times of emergency (undefined) and are not subject to parliamentary review. Yet executive orders are inferior policy-making instruments and parliamentary laws have precedence. The president can be more effective in getting things done through control of personnel.

Since 1995, Georgian parliaments have been feeble. Today there is little likelihood of achieving the three-fifths majority needed for a parliamentary veto of the president’s legislation, or the two-thirds for a presidential impeachment. The vast majority of legislative initiatives come from the president and his government (around 80 percent in 2003).33 Under Shevardnadze, parliament on occasion rejected the president’s nominations to public office and launched a number of impeachments of corrupt ministers.34 But today, the president’s lock on parliament and the constitution is unparalleled. His formal power is complimented by deferential parliamentarians and weak judges. Georgia under President Saakashvili has become a ‘super-presidential system’.

In 2013, things will change again. A new constitution will come into force, which will reduce presidential powers in favor of the prime minister and his government. The prime minister, who will be head of state, will take responsibility for domestic and foreign policy. Parliamentary oversight over the government and the budget will remain limited. The prime minister, for example, will be able to change his cabinet without MPs’ approval. Parliamentarians can institute a vote of no confidence, but it is a prolonged and complicated procedure (it can take up to 131 days). In essence, the constitution is a shift from super-presidentialism to super prime ministership.35 However, ultimately, unless other parts of the system improve, such as the judiciary, elections, and the media, a parliamentary system will make little difference. There are no additional barriers to further constitutional amendments, although in December 2011, the government proposed increasing the required two-thirds majority in parliament for a constitutional amendment to three-fourths.36

A LIBERAL REPUBLIC

Vital to any constitutional state are the rule of law and the protection of civil rights, ‘the base upon which every other dimension of democratic quality rests’.37 Chapter 2 of the Georgian constitution deals with human and civil rights, and is heavily influenced by the UN Declaration of Human Rights. It contains 35 articles out of a total of 109. The constitution declares that international human rights conventions, covenants, and charters, which Georgia has signed, have priority over domestic legislation. At the same time, Georgian concern with territorial integrity gives the executive exceptional powers. Censorship is permitted if the country’s territory is threatened, associations can be banned if their aim is ‘to change the constitutional order’, and local representative bodies can be dismissed for ‘endangering’ the sovereignty of the state. Public assemblies can be halted if they are ‘of a criminal nature’.38

These ambiguities make the Georgian judiciary very important. Formally, the judiciary has been depoliticized, and transparency enhanced (courts are open to the public). Judges are appointed for ten years with strong immunity protections. The constitution bans special courts and tribunals. In the 1997 judicial reform, the new High Council of Justice, appointed jointly by the president, parliament, and Supreme Court, ended the Ministry of Justice’s control of the courts and, in theory, established greater judicial self-regulation. The Procuracy – formerly an arm of the Soviet executive responsible for the investigation, supervision, and prosecution of the law – after 2006 was absorbed into the Ministry of Justice. The chief procurator no longer supervises the courts; he cannot search premises without court permission and does not have the right to attend Supreme Court deliberations, and the Office’s finances are audited by the Chamber of Control that is responsible to parliament. The chief procurator is appointed by the president on the recommendation of the minister of justice. But this tells us little about how the chief procurator actually works. He continues to supervise a vast network of procurators in the military, in transport, and at regional and district levels. According to many of Georgia’s practicing lawyers, in most parts of the country, the courts are still under the influence of powerful procurators, and almost never acquit defendants. Sozar Subari, the former public defender (2004–9), called the Procurator’s Office ‘a monster’ that conducts its business unofficially by phone and ‘interferes and takes decisions practically in all sectors’.39

If the chief procurator is inadequate, then the Supreme Court, the Constitutional Court, and the Public Defender’s Office (Ombudsman), as part of a system of interlocking institutions monitoring the state, should be able to protect civil liberties. The Supreme Court is a court of cassation; its 19 judges hear appeals from the appellate courts, but can hear cases of first instance. The 1997 judicial reform ended internal appeals against Supreme Court decisions, and other potentially unjust loopholes such as the right of litigants to meet separately with judges. The Constitutional Court can take complaints from citizens, organizations, as well as one-fifth of parliamentarians, lower courts, state bodies of the autonomous republics, and the president. Its function is to protect citizens’ constitutional rights and to adjudicate disputes over the division of powers. In July 2007, in an attempt to diffuse power, the court moved to Batumi. However, as a result, the number of cases brought before the court, especially by individuals, significantly declined.40 The public defender is elected by parliament for five years and despite his ‘soft power’ – he is unable to launch a prosecution – he reports on, and monitors ‘violations of human rights and freedoms’.41 Sozar Subari was constrained by an inadequate budget (stagnant compared to the budgets of the ‘power’ ministries) and a hostile parliament.42 The absence of a parliament that monitors executive power is a major weakness in Georgia’s civil rights regime. The public defender’s reports suggested torture in prisons, discrimination against religious minorities, the impunity of officials, unlawful confiscation of property, and illegal bugging (including the Public Defender’s Office). The public defender has an impact on domestic politics through his exposure of civil rights violations to a global audience. Popular support and a reputation for honesty also give him some power, but between 2004 and 2009, on average, only 13 percent of his recommendations for prosecution were taken up.43 In July 2009, the Georgian National Preventative Mechanism (an optional protocol of the UN Convention against Torture) made the Public Defender’s Office responsible for monitoring abuses in the police force and penitentiary system.

Georgia’s judicial system is subject to state interference. Under Shevardnadze, corruption was the culprit. Under Saakashvili, it is the urge for a disciplined state. In January 2004, on the eve of taking office, Saakashvili declared:

I, as the future President, advised my colleague, the justice minister, that if there is any attempt at mutiny in prison … to use force, and at any attempt to riot to open fire and eliminate, on the spot, all the criminals who are trying to mess up the situation.44

Despite Saakashvili’s public commitment to civil rights, law has become a modernizing weapon for removing obstacles, whether it is smashing organized crime, expropriating ‘corrupt’ businessmen, or dispersing demonstrators. The police, army, and Procuracy are the chosen instruments. Samuel Huntington argues that ‘culture matters’ in the application of laws.45 Law is part of a country’s political culture, and in Georgia its practice is defined by deference to authority and distrust toward the state. In a poll in 2006, 57.4 percent of Georgians favored the defense of order, but only 4.4 percent prioritized freedom of speech; 57 percent distrusted the government and 50.5 percent the judicial system.46 Greater professionalism among lawyers, training for the police and civil servants, and support for civil society organizations may all improve law’s popular standing, but Georgian human rights NGOs in 2006 reported ‘a massive scale’ of human rights violations, a position supported by a 2005 UN report.47 Sozar Subari claimed that complaints to his office increased 340 percent between 2004 and 2008, most concerning court decisions.48

Christopher Waters, in his work on Georgia’s legal environment, notes that law has its limits in Georgia: it is undermined by traditions of informal or nonstate ‘law’. Subari talked about ‘neo-corruption’, a system in which elites ‘can exploit official structures, dismiss [and] arrest whom they desire, shut down businesses, destroy, take away, prohibit, sequestrate …’49 Such serious accusations should remind us that ‘… Western concepts of law and profession fit uneasily with the Georgian experience…. the Georgian experience is … colored by Georgia’s particular legal past, informal laws, and attitudes toward law and lawyering’.50

PARLIAMENTARY ELECTIONS

Georgia has little experience of parliamentarianism. During the final decades of the Russian empire, and for three years during the first republic, Georgians could claim some familiarity with representative government, especially at the local and city levels, although the franchise before 1918 was severely restricted. In the Soviet period, Georgia had four constitutions and a parliament, but no proper laws, and no freely elected legislators. Georgia has had six parliaments since Gamsakhurdia’s election in the fall of 1990.51 Half of them (in 1991, 2003, and 2008) ended in a coup, a ‘revolution’, or mass protest.

A representative parliament is determined by electoral laws, the fair conduct of elections, and effective legislators accountable and accessible to constituents. Between 1990 and 2010, Georgians have participated in seven parliamentary elections (including those cancelled in November 2003), but only two (in 1990 and 2004) led to a change in power (see Table 2 below for a list of parliamentary victors). The ruling party usually takes the overwhelming number of seats. Georgian parliamentary elections since 1990 have been peaceful, but marred by boycotts (1990, 1992, 1995, and 2008), poor electoral design, and fraud. In 1990, the National Congress shunned the election; in August 1991, 30 percent of the population, who had voted for the Communist party, lost their parliamentary representatives when the party was expelled from the legislature; in 1995, 61 percent of the population voted for parties that failed to overcome the 5 percent electoral barrier. The Citizens’ Union of Georgia (CUG), with 23 percent of the votes, gained two-thirds of the seats. In 1999, the wasted votes amounted to 26 percent; in 2008, most of the elected opposition members refused to assume their seats.52 In 2010, 16 of the 33 opposition members were boycotting parliament.


TABLE 2. Parliamentary Party/Bloc (Single Largest) and Presidential Victors
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Sources: 1. Central Election Commission of Georgia, www.cec.gov.ge/index.php?lang_id.ENG&sec_id.19; 2. International Society for Fair Elections and Democracy (ISFED), www.isfed.ge/elections/reports; 3. Election reports by the Commission for Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE), its successor, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) www.osce.org/odihr/elections/georgia. *These fraudulent elections were later annulled by the Supreme Court. **There were no elections for MPs elected by single member districts. †Eduard Shevardnadze was popularly elected as chairman of parliament. Parliament later appointed him head of state, and he became president in 1995.



Since 1990, the Georgian electoral system has been mixed proportional representation (party list) and single-member district (first past the post). The party-list system has weakened national minority and female representation, and there are vast disparities between the numbers of voters in single-member districts.53 Voter rolls still contain significant numbers of ‘dead souls’, and until 2003, 166,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs) of voting age were unable to participate in single mandate districts, contrary to UN Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement. Every Georgian parliament has been elected under different electoral laws. In 1990, there was a 4 percent barrier and a required minimum 50 percent turnout. In 1992, there was a 2 percent barrier, and in 1995, a 5 percent barrier. Despite the participation of 54 parties and blocs, only three parties passed the threshold. The 1995 electoral law was amended four times before the elections in October 1999, the last time three weeks before the election.54 The parliamentary threshold went up to 7 percent. In August 2001, parliament passed a new and comprehensive Unified Election Code (UEC). It has been amended 46 times over the last decade. Positively, in 2002–3 on the recommendations of the OSCE, a parallel tabulation of votes, a new marking system to prevent repeat voting, and the open recording of precinct election results were introduced. To ensure greater fairness, the chairperson of the Central Electoral Commission was chosen by the president from three candidates nominated by the OSCE. However, despite a new Central Election Commission (CEC) designed to provide better opposition representation, the majority of nominations for the 13-member commission remained in the hands of an alliance of established parties (the president effectively nominated five of the 13 members). Control of the CEC – which set the electoral rules, dealt with disputes, and registered parties – was key to managing election results. Inaccurate electoral lists and misreporting of results from the District and Precinct Electoral Commissions (DECs and PECs) led to massive vote fraud in the 1999 and 2003 elections.55

The size of the legislature has changed four times since 1990, the last in February 2008 when, in accordance with a 2004 referendum, parliament was reduced from 235 MPs to 150, with 75 MPs elected in single-mandate constituencies and 75 by party list.56 This is being reconsidered yet again (190 is the new number proposed in the latest 2011 draft electoral code). Adjustments are necessary in an evolving democracy, but frequent alterations make party identities and party consolidation difficult. The large number of votes wasted on parties that failed to cross the threshold in 1999 was an indication of the confused calculations among Georgian voters as to who was likely to win. The high 7 percent barrier favored the ruling party. Georgia’s electoral laws make party registration and nomination simple (although easy registration may lead to multiple parties and an increased number of wasted votes). They provide state funding for parties, although the latest law on funding (2007) gives the National Movement, as the largest party, the lion’s share.57 Equal access to the state media is guaranteed by the 2004 Law on Public Broadcasting and the latest electoral law ensures representation for all major parties on the CEC and district electoral commissions. However, elections have been poorly conducted, prone to intimidation and fraud. In the Shevardnadze era, problems included inaccurate voting lists, ballot stuffing, illegal intervention by local authorities, media bias, and poor organization (balloting in the provinces in 2003 was, in many cases, conducted by candlelight).58 Elections bestowed ‘democratic’ legitimacy on Georgia in Western capitals, but not in Georgia. In a survey on the eve of the 1999 parliamentary elections, 63 percent had little or no faith that the elections would be conducted fairly.59 Electoral credibility was temporarily restored by the 2004 parliamentary elections. A relatively accurate central database of voters was created, election officials were better trained, there was more openness in the CEC and in the DECs, and there was better provision for minority voters (improved distribution of ballot papers in multiple languages). Electoral violations were investigated and election observers had free access to polling stations and election data. At the same time, there was continuing manipulation of the electoral commissions, use of state resources by Saakashvili’s National Movement-Democrats, bias on state TV, and fraud, most notably in Samtskhe-Javakheti, Achara, and Kvemo Kartli.60

Dominant parties in Georgia are vehicles for patronage and access to state resources. During the elections in Achara in June 2004, following the popular ‘Palm Revolution’ against the local potentate, Aslan Abashidze, in May, the National Movement (NM) controlled the Acharan Supreme Election Commission and replaced all District Election Commission chairs on the eve of the elections. The pro-government bias of the local media and local government officials helped give the ‘Saakashvili-Victorious Achara’ bloc 67.4 percent of the vote (28 of the 30 seats in the Acharan parliament). The only real challenger, the Republican Party, accused the NM of ballot rigging and severed its partnership with the ruling party.61 In April 2005, amendments to the UEC gave the president a lock on CEC membership. The president proposed a list of 12 ‘non-party’ nominees for the CEC to parliament; parliament added six candidates. From these 18 candidates, six were elected. The CEC chairman was directly appointed by the president. Political parties were excluded from all but precinct commissions.

On the eve of the January 2008 presidential elections, the CEC (and DECs) reverted to party representatives – the seven largest parties appointed their representatives to the CEC in addition to the six appointed by the president (later reduced to three). This did not appease the opposition – who claimed the ‘non-partisan’ appointees were pro-government, and CEC election rules were modified once again in December 2009 giving the opposition increased control over the election of CEC candidates. The most common complaints in 2008 concerned inaccurate voters’ lists, the use of administrative resources by the National Movement (it changed its name in November 2004 to United National Movement-UNM) and unbalanced campaign funding (officially the UNM spent 12 million Georgian Lari – $7.3 million – compared to the United Opposition’s 450,000 GEL or $272,000).62 Further amendments in 2009, and again in 2010, permitted the opposition parties to check the voters’ lists, give them better media representation, and allow them more time to register complaints. The changes in electoral legislation improved the May 2010 elections, but the serious imbalance in campaign funds and the UNM’s influence on a significant portion of the local electorate through its largesse and control of local government structures make it difficult for the opposition to break through.63

Well-designed elections are vital to the integration of minorities and women. The electoral system in Georgia serves non-Georgians and women poorly (common in Western democracies too). There are provisions in the UEC for ballot papers in native languages, but Georgian political leaders rarely make the effort. The 1997 Law on Political Associations of Citizens prohibits regional or ethnically based parties. This may not be a bad thing: ethnically based parties can deepen conflict in multinational states.64 Parties can also be excluded for advocating ‘national hatred and enmity’. This is nominally positive, but can be used against legitimate opposition.65 Since 1995, when 16 non-Georgians were elected to a 235-seat parliament, there has been a decline in representation. In 1999, it was 14, and in 2004 it was eight. In 2008, six made it to a smaller parliament of 150 members.66
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Election time: local elections in Tbilisi, May 2010.


Non-Georgians are rarely among the top candidates on closed party lists and usually gain their seats in single-member districts. Open lists, which allow electors to choose who to vote for, would be better for Georgia’s national minorities, but even then, larger numbers in parliament do not guarantee better representation. Many non-Georgian parliamentarians are products of local patron–client networks and have little influence in the legislature. Quotas or ethnic parties may not resolve the issue. Georgia’s minorities are, in any case, too small to reach the electoral barrier. The creation of a second chamber would be an advance for regions and their ethnic groups, but the new constitution planned for 2013 eliminates this option. Women are also poorly represented in political parties and the legislature. In 1999, women gained 17 legislative seats and made up 11 of the 132 members of the CUG faction.67 In the March 2004 elections, 31.4 percent of candidates were women, but party lists whittled it down to 22 elected members, just under 10 percent of the total. Local elections are no better – 11.5 percent of elected officials in 2006 were women.68 Counting is not the best way to measure minorities or women’s well-being, but it suggests an inherent bias in the system.

Despite these electoral problems, international observers tepidly endorse most Georgian national elections. By doing so, they encourage popular disillusionment.69 Acharan electors did not have a single proper election from 1991 to 2004. The local Union for the Democratic Revival of Georgia (UDRG) tightly controlled all elections in the autonomous republic; in 1998, it received 96.38 percent of the vote, and in 1999, 94.84 percent. It was alleged that 43 of the 87 deputies in the 1999–2003 Acharan legislature were members or relatives of the extended Abashidze family.70 Nationally, fair electoral practices are undercut by disproportionate resources in the hands of the dominant party, a lack of financial transparency in party funding, and manipulation of the Electoral Commissions, especially in the district precincts.71 Poor electoral design and the neglect of fairer voting systems in single-member districts, such as preferential voting, open lists, or a regional multimandate system, have added to the lopsided results.72 This is why, despite the improved conduct of the 2008 parliamentary elections, Georgia’s customary one-party dominance has been maintained.

PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS

There have been five presidential elections since independence. In May 1991, Gamsakhurdia triumphed. Running against five candidates, he won with 86 percent of the vote.73 In October 1992, in elections for parliamentary chairman, Shevardnadze received 96.01 percent. In 1995, a Presidential Election Law established new procedures: the candidates had to be 35 years old at the time of election, born in Georgia, and resident in the country for a minimum of 15 years. Candidates were guaranteed minimum funding by the state (rarely paid, however) and free airtime on state TV. The winner needed a minimum of 50 percent of both the votes cast and the total electoral vote. That year, 1995, Shevardnadze received 74 percent of the vote compared to his nearest rival, former First Secretary of the Georgian Communist party organization, Jumber Patiashvili, with 19 percent. The presidential election in April 2000 was a farce. Shevardnadze launched his campaign with the motto ‘Many honest candidates – one choice’. He faced six candidates, two of whom were unemployed. Jumber Patiashvili, his only serious rival, was officially an ‘independent’, but aligned with the ‘Batumi Alliance’ – a group of parties gathered around Abashidze’s UDRG. A few days before the election, after a visit to Achara by the speaker of parliament, Aslan Abashidze withdrew his candidacy. The votes cast for him in Achara were spoiled, but counted toward the national turnout. Shevardnadze swept Achara and gained 79.8 percent of the national vote compared to Patiashvili’s 16.7 percent. Shortly after the election, Shevardnadze ‘paid his dues’ and introduced a law clarifying Achara’s autonomous status. Shevardnadze’s overwhelming victory confounded preelection opinion polls, which suggested he would not receive the 50 percent vote required to win in the first round. Ghia Nodia and David Usupashvili described the election as ‘possibly the worst in Georgia’s electoral history’.74

The 2000 election postponed what Robert Dahl considers a criterion for a successful democracy – the first orderly transfer of power.75 In 2000, Shevardnadze had been in power eight years under two constitutions, and was running for another five. Elections in Georgia were used to ‘legitimize’ the incumbent’s power, not to change it. In fact, they delegitimized Shevardnadze and deepened political apathy. The 2000 elections – and the 2002 local elections – provided lessons for the opposition. Using new mechanisms such as the parallel tabulation of votes and the open tabulation of precinct election results, the opposition successfully challenged the fraudulent elections in November 2003. The result was the Rose Revolution.

Preterm presidential elections in January 2004 followed Shevardnadze’s resignation on November 23rd. But the pattern of ‘cuckoo-elections’ has continued. Alternatives are squeezed out of the electoral nest. Saakashvili’s crushing victory in 2004 – 96.27 percent of the vote and an 83 percent turnout – was in part due to the absence of realistic challengers. His nearest rival gained 1.85 percent. The election was a welcome change from previous practises, but the democratic triumph did not change presidential politics in Georgia. The appointment of five representatives to the CEC in 2004 by Interim President Nino Burjanadze gave the new leaders a powerful advantage. Party and government structures fused during the campaign, and, despite the free airtime allocated to all presidential candidates by state TV and radio, Saakashvili received overwhelming media attention. The OSCE claimed that Rustavi 2, the most popular independent TV channel, devoted 62 percent of its total political airtime to Saakashvili, almost all of it positive. His rivals were practically invisible.76 The election in January 2008, following riots and a constitutional crisis, signaled both disenchantment and greater electoral maturity. Saakashvili gained a diminished 53.4 percent of the vote, avoiding a second round. But the government retained its financial control over the campaign. Saakashvili spent an estimated 4.1 million GEL ($2.5 million) in December 2007 alone, dwarfing the expenditure of all his rivals. A lopsided electoral battle, it was impossible to avoid the beaming smile of Saakashvili in bus shelters, on roadside billboards, on TV, all emblazoned with his slogan – ‘Misha magaria’ (‘Misha is cool’).77

Leaders, heroes, and insults, rather than parties, grassroots activity, and ideology, dominate Georgian elections. Georgian parties have little organizational capacity. This reflects an electoral malaise that the charismatic Saakashvili exploits. Scott Mainwaring sees a pattern in ‘third wave’ democracies like Georgia – weak and uninstitutionalized parties, personal squabbles among party leaders, and the lack of public accountability. The result is ‘more personalism, greater electoral volatility, more floating voters, more uncertainty’.78 In a 2006 survey in Georgia, 60 percent of respondents declared a lack of trust in political parties.79 Presidentialism is part of the problem. In Georgia’s case, the focus on presidential patronage leads to groups and factions jockeying for influence, which alienates the losers and transforms former allies into radical oppositionists. There is no harm in this, perhaps, but presidents should beware: both Gamsakhurdia and Shevardnadze were overthrown by former allies expelled from their inner circle. Saakashvili has estranged many of his colleagues who joined his cabinet in 2004–5.

THE LEGISLATURE

A parliament’s ability to make good laws depends on parliamentary procedure, effective parties, good parliamentary staff and research support, the quality of MPs, and the independence of legislative committees. A parliament’s democratic function depends on communication with constituents, representation of their interests, and effective monitoring of the executive. But most importantly, a parliament’s proper functioning is dependent on public trust. When popular trust is low, parliaments are weak, less able to represent and legislate independently. This is one of Georgian democracy’s greatest deficits. There is a pattern of public indifference and hostility to parliament that goes beyond healthy skepticism. One poll in 2008 suggests only 9.4 percent of the population had full trust in parliament.80 Many candidates seek parliamentary seats to secure their business interests or to gain immunity from prosecution. The party-list system encourages ‘accidental MPs’ – friends or associates of party leaders who are elected not to pass laws so much as to serve the government, and while they are about it, their own interests. They become patronage dispensers rather than policy-makers.

The lack of independent parliamentary committees and strong opposition parties, and a constitution that gives the executive overwhelming power, underpins the poor quality of Georgian democracy. The cabinet is an advisory body to the president, and the prime minister is responsible for coordinating the activities of the State Chancellery. The latter has no independent identity or power. In all Georgia’s parliaments since 1995, the most important source of legislative initiative has been the president. In the 1995–9 parliament, 685 laws were passed; 307 were initiated by the president and the remainder by the president’s government or by MPs. In the 1999–2003 parliament, the figure was 712 laws, with 407 initiated directly by the president. Between 2004 and 2008, of 3,494 legislative bills – the large number reflects the accelerated reform program of Saakashvili – 563 were initiated by the president’, 1,961 were initiated by the government, and 970 by MPs.81

Despite theatrical debate on the floor, the Georgian legislature has almost always been dominated by the president’s party. It was the Round Table–Free Georgia bloc in 1990–1, the CUG in 1995–2001, and the UNM after 2003.82 From 1995 to 2001, the CUG under Zurab Zhvania preserved a pro-Shevardnadze parliamentary majority. In the 1999 parliamentary elections, despite scandalous corruption, the CUG increased its party list proportion to 41 percent and won 132 seats. Controlled by a small coterie of reformist MPs, the CUG became a quasi-state structure. It controlled, jointly with the president, crucial appointments to the judiciary, army, and media. Resembling the partitocrazia (partocracy) that characterizes Italian politics, it supported presidential legislative initiatives, dominated local government, controlled elections, and managed parliamentary activity through its role as leader of the majority.83 The opposition under Shevardnadze was characterized by ‘splitism’ – the two major opposition parties, the NDP and the UDRG, both saw factions break away. The CUG’s dominance came to an end in 2001 when the broad church of budding businessmen – former apparatchiki and young reformers – splintered after Shevardnadze’s resignation as party chair. A political crisis, generated by a clumsy government attempt to intimidate Rustavi 2, led to the resignation of Shevardnadze’s cabinet in November 2001. The party’s collapse showed the problem with party dependence on a single leader. However, the CUG’s fragmentation led to a healthy spectrum of new opposition parties including the New Rightists, the NM (later UNM), and the Burjanadze-Democrats. The pro-Shevardnadze rump renamed itself ‘For A new Georgia’. Yet within two years, party dominance was reestablished by the National Movement-Democrats on a wave of revolutionary euphoria in the March 2004 elections. One-party rule is compatible with democracy – Japan and Sweden have shown that – but in developing countries, the absence of effective opposition, and weak extra-parliamentary constraints, prevents the dispersal of power. The problem becomes not governing with a hostile multiparty legislature, but governing honestly and effectively without one.84

The Georgian parliament has plenty of opportunities to amend legislation. A draft law is first discussed by the parliamentary bureau, a body of 28 parliamentarians consisting of the chairman, his four deputies, and chairmen of the parliamentary committees and factions. The bureau sets the agenda of the plenary session, which determines whether a bill gets a hearing. After discussion by the bureau, the bill is sent to the relevant committee and all other parliamentary committees and factions. After a public meeting (in theory) on the bill, it is returned to the parliamentary bureau for scheduling at a plenary session. The bill has three readings on the floor. The first deals with general principles, the second with more detailed discussion, and the third requires a vote on the entire bill. There are revisions and amendments between each reading. If a bill is passed on the third reading, it is sent to the president for approval. The committees vary in their effectiveness, dependent in many cases on the chair, and his or her personal connections. Chairs of the committees are almost always from the ruling party. In 2009, all were members of the UNM. Parliamentary factions require a minimum of six members (a November 2008 amendment), which undermines their original purpose to unite smaller parties into larger groups. The privileges that come with a faction – offices, an official car, a secretary, a four-man staff, representation in committees, and the parliamentary bureau – are strong incentives to multiplication. In 1995–9, there were 15 factions, none of which survived into the 1999–2003 parliament. In the 2008 parliament of 150 deputies, there were in 2010, five factions. Two belong to the parliamentary majority, two the parliamentary minority and one is independent; the largest by far is the UNM with 98 MPs.85

In many ways, Georgia’s parliament is similar to its Western counterparts; it is characterized by horse-trading over bills and appointments, and parliamentary rules are manipulated. Abandoning the chamber to deny quorums and voting on behalf of absent MPs were common practices under Shevardnadze. But parliamentary rules are generally accepted as a framework for bargaining and conflict resolution in the chamber, and parliamentary committees are the focus of lobbying during a bill’s passage. A Law on Lobbying Activities in 1998 gave associations of over 50 members the opportunity to hire a lobbyist, although few have bothered to do so. Legislative output on paper is impressive. Between 1995 and 2003, parliament passed 1,397 laws, stimulated by the requirement to bring Georgian laws into compliance with the constitution and European legislation. The irascible historians, academicians, and artists elected to parliament in 1992, whose shouting matches were televised, have been replaced by less exciting MPs, with backgrounds in engineering, economics, and law. Parliament, despite the Rose Revolutionaries projected image of a young dynamic body of legislators fulfilling ‘revolutionary goals’ of economic change is both placid and conservative.86 The average age of MPs in the 2008 parliament is 42. They are better paid: an MP’s salary in 1992 was equivalent to 20 GEL a month (paid in rubles in 1992 that was about $12); in 2008, it is officially 2,000 GEL (3,000 GEL with allowances and chairmanships – approximately $1,816 per month). This is an important consideration given the constitutional interdiction on other employment.87 Many MPs are former incumbents with parliamentary experience. In contrast to the 1992–5 parliament, housed in the unheated and dilapidated Institute of Marxism-Leninism, with no Xerox, cramped offices, and idle staff, MPs now have computers, a library, and decent staff support.

But has this made for a better legislature? Under Shevardnadze, the parliament was subject to public scrutiny, but in 2011 parliamentary sessions no longer attract interest, or revenues for TV companies. Parliament has failed its mission as a publicly accountable institution – a survey in 2008 revealed that 42 percent of the population did not know their local MP, 93.7 percent had never met an MP, and two thirds agreed MPs were only active at election time. Almost 80 percent believed their own MP’s primary job was to find them employment.88 Neither has parliament exercised its legislative power to determine the direction of domestic and foreign policies. Despite improved procedural rules, Georgian MPs are disorganized, passing laws at the last possible moment. Many MPs, subject to weak party discipline, do not bother to vote at all. The fact that parliament passed 1,000 laws in 2007 shows that bills receive a superficial reading on the floor.89 The public or NGOs have little time to intervene or object. The president’s control over the cabinet and his patronage powers have helped him avoid parliamentary constraints. The Chamber of Control, a potentially powerful auditing body responsible to parliament, did not raise a single serious challenge to questionable financial actions by the President’s Office from 1995 to 2003, or from 2004 to 2009. At times, parliament defies presidential decisions on Abkhazia, on corruption, on the budget, and on cabinet appointments, but after quiet bargaining and presidential promises, resistance almost always fades. Over eight years (1995–2003), President Shevardnadze used his veto 19 times, only four of which were overturned by parliament.90 President Saakashvili, by contrast, has one of the least pluralistic legislatures in Georgia since 1995 and has not had to use his veto power once.

THE EXECUTIVE

No matter how many orders and decrees are issued by the president and his ministers, if they are overly ambitious or drawn up by poorly trained civil servants, or if there is inadequate financing for their implementation or little motivation to execute them, evaluate them, and insure proper oversight, they will be ineffective.91 Shevardnadze’s decree-making powers, his control over the parliamentary legislative agenda, and his appointments to the Supreme Court were extensive, but in the end gave him little power. Corruption, inadequate budgets, and the absence of any monitoring of laws and executive orders led to fading presidential authority. Focused on balancing political forces, a legacy of his Communist party days, Shevardnadze was inattentive to management, dispensing routine decrees, which sank into oblivion as soon as they were signed.92 Lacking supervision, executive agencies such as the Ministries of Internal Affairs, Security, and Defense became competing fiefdoms, which undermined the state’s coherence and capacity.

Barbara Christophe and Gerald Easter argue that the roots of such fragmentation lie in the USSR’s governing traditions.93 The Soviet state was forced to utilize existing client networks and patrimonial traditions outside Moscow to secure its vast multinational territory (Anderson’s ‘old wiring’). Regional groupings in the Georgian leadership in the 1950s and 1960s, and corruption scandals in the 1970s, revealed the shallow reach of Soviet power and the resilience of traditional networks despite decades of Soviet modernization. Institutional collapse and opportunities for plunder in the post-Soviet period enhanced the influence and impact of these networks in state structures. Ministries, unable to pay their employees, incorporated these networks into their entrepreneurial activities. This process was most evident in Achara, where Abashidze conducted the local economy like a family business.

Structurally, a center existed. The President’s State Chancellery, which occupies the labyrinthine former Central Committee building on Ingoroqva Street (formerly Felix Dzerzhinsky Street, and before that Lev Trotsky Street), towers above surrounding ministries and parliament. The State Chancellery, or the Head of State’s Secretariat, was established at the president’s discretion in 1992. Its original function was as an advisory and research body to the president and it initially employed around 100 staff, most of them on contract. The 1995 constitution and two new laws on Executive Power in 1997 and 1999 led to the creation of a more comprehensive structure responsible for drafting, enacting, and enforcing legislation, as well as advising the president. It included the cabinet of ministers – legally one of the president’s consultative organs – the National Security Council, the Economic Council, the Anti-Corruption Council, and multiple state departments and inspectorates. The Chancellery was supposed to monitor legislation, along with presidential orders and ministerial decrees (gankarguleba). A system of governors, mayors, and ministerial officials in the districts and cities would, in principle, ensure they were enforced. In practice, the Chancellery relied on personnel appointments and informal networks to get things done, leading to selective implementation. Mechanisms to ensure the implementation of presidential orders were ‘practically absent’ and ‘nobody was even mildly reprimanded for failure’.94 An Open Society Georgia Foundation report on the implementation of the president’s anticorruption decree no. 95, for example, concluded:

The requirements of the decree were basically not accomplished. The state agencies partially fulfilled the tasks assigned to them without any positive anti-corruption affect. … the execution of the decree was not considered an important political priority by the government. … in numerous agencies, the officials have not even heard about such a decree.95

The ministerial structure was a legacy of the Soviet Union – hierarchical, inefficient, and dependent on big personalities. From 1995 to 2003, the ministries and departments were renamed, merged, downsized, and reshuffled. There were, on occasion, daring appointments of youthful reformers (the 32-year-old Saakashvili was appointed minister of justice in December 2000), and in November 2001, the corrupt internal affairs and security ministers, believed to be immovable, were sacked. But the administrative culture barely changed. In 2001, a report on the Ministry of Education suggested that it exercised no financial control over 200 of its subordinate entities, that there were major discrepancies in treasury and ministerial reporting of its funds, and that the ministry kept monies in commercial banks with no control over their management. Other ministries – in particular Internal Affairs, Security, and Defense – benefited from the incapacity of the state to control borders and disputed territories by organizing smuggling operations. Jadwiga Stanizkis calls this type of bureaucratic predation ‘political capitalism’.96 According to one observer, Shevardnadze was forced to ‘buy’ ministerial loyalty ‘by allowing state or public theft’.97 This prepared the ground for the crusading anticorruption reforms of President Saakashvili.

By the time of Shevardnadze’s ouster, the president had little control over his own apparatus and its bloated system of secretariats, bureaus, services, departments, commissions, and councils, amounting to approximately 60 organizational units. A walk along Chancellery corridors at the time suggested drift – empty offices, employees playing computer games, and watching TV. Management and planning was poor, performance evaluations nonexistent, and salaries appallingly low. Ministers’ time was taken up with multiple personal requests and petitions. The hiring of employees was rarely by merit or examination, undermining professionalism, initiative, and institutional loyalty. Despite a Law on Corruption and the Incompatibility of Interests in the Public Service, which encouraged, but did not require examinations and certification, a survey of ministerial employees in 1998–9 suggested that 65 percent believed jobs were acquired through forms of corruption.98

Saakashvili was determined to change all this. Predatory extraction of public riches had exhausted state coffers. His goal was to replace patronage with stronger institutions. Unless the state could retrieve its wealth and maintain it, no reform was possible. He promised to end the criminalization of state institutions, reestablish state authority, pay public employees decently (especially important for police and court officials), and reconnect them to the citizenry through better service and accountability. He has achieved some of these goals, such as significant salary raises for judges, procurators, and policemen. One of his stated tasks – and crucial to reform of the executive – was the creation of a professional civil service. In 2004, Saakashvili established a Civil Service Council (CSC) to coordinate internal reform, and transformed the Civil Service Bureau, set up under Shevardnadze, into a new public body responsible for the implementation of civil service restructuring and training. An Office of the State Minister for Reform Coordination was created to introduce economic modernization, led by the radical marketer Kakha Bendukidze. In 2004–5, as a sign of the government’s seriousness, 300 civil servants were charged with corruption, including 11 ministers, 9 deputy ministers, 11 judges, 7 Ministry of Internal Affairs’ investigators, and 211 policemen. But the government also showed a lack of seriousness. The CSC did not meet once between 2007 and 2009, and newly appointed ministers continue to bring in their own staff, undermining the professional neutrality of the civil service.

Removing bad apples was accompanied by shedding staff. Saakashvili initially reduced the strength of the State Chancellery from 600 to approximately 120. Ministers followed suit. The Ministry of Internal Affairs halved its workforce from 53,691 employees to 22,229 in 2004; over 16,000 policemen were sacked, and to save costs, the Ministry of Internal Affairs absorbed the Ministry of Security in 2005.99 From January 2004 to July 2005, the Ministry of the Environment reduced its staff by 44 percent and the Customs Department by 23 percent.100 These changes were designed to streamline state organs, but simultaneously to reduce corruption and reassert central control. Salaries of public officials were increased up to seven times, and up to 20 times for senior judges and top ministerial officials.101 There was an initial push to increase the representation of women (in 2004, 4 of the 17 ministers in Saakashvili’s cabinet were female) and to de-militarize the Ministries of Internal Affairs and Security.102 Internal Affairs troops were transferred to the Ministry of Defense and all ‘power’ ministries, including Defense and Security were put under civilian leadership.

Following the 2004 constitutional changes, the State Chancellery has been run by the prime minister, who manages the business of government. President Saakashvili rarely takes up his right to chair the cabinet and set its agenda. Three ministries, Justice, Internal Affairs, and Defense, are directly subordinate to the president. The Ministry of Internal Affairs under a resilient minister, Vano Merabishvili, is the least transparent body in the government, but it is powerful and effective. It runs two special police forces, the Constitutional Security Service (KUDI) and the Special Operations Department (SODI), which conduct oppressive surveillance of business and the opposition, and frequently publicize their private telephone conversations. They have access to the entire communication system in Georgia.103

The presidential administration has no autonomous power and is small, but it filters information to the president, monitors government structures, liaises with parliament (through a parliamentary secretary), provides independent research, and deals with the appointment of provincial governors (rtsmunebuli). It controls a large presidential fund used for discretionary (and often populist) purposes. By all accounts, there is little coordination between the departments and all are dependent on an energetic but unpredictable president who frequently cuts through protocol. There are few regularized meetings and the small group of presidential advisors, apart from a select inner circle, are rarely called upon for advice. The National Security Council, with a staff of about 30, is under direct presidential supervision. It has increased its significance in the president’s second administration under Secretary Giga Bokeria. Its core membership is the Ministry of Internal Affairs, Foreign Affairs, Defense, and Justice.

Oversight of the presidential administration by parliamentary committees, the Chamber of Control, the Constitutional Court, and the public defender has practically disappeared. Parliament in 2005 refused to pass a law that would have strengthened general inspectorates (monitoring and auditing bodies) within the ministries, and has shown no desire to curtail the massive level of illegal phone tapping by the Ministry of Internal Affairs. Police reform, initially welcomed by the populace, has created a new force that at times (as in November 2007 during opposition demonstrations) acts like a political arm of the state rather than one designed to protect citizens’ rights. Improved resources (budget revenues quadrupled between 2003 and 2006) made the government less responsive to Western pressures for more democratization.104 The EU’s Venice Commission recommendations for checks on presidential power have been largely ignored, although in October 2007 Saakashvili proposed concessions, including an increase in the term of parliament from four to five years, constitutional constraints on the president’s power to dismiss parliament, and improvements in judicial independence, including the introduction of a jury system (now partially in place).105
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President Saakashvili opens the Gori National Defense Academy


Membership of the Council of Europe and Georgia’s participation in the EU’s Eastern Partnership program – including negotiations for a deep and comprehensive Free Trade Agreement with the EU – keep the pressure on for democratic reform. Yet ‘dizzy with success’, young government officials pursue liberally packaged reforms that in practice increase government power. The push for rapid legal reform intensified the government squeeze on the judiciary, a rejuvenated financial police undermined local business independence, local government reform weakened municipalities and abolished lower level sakrebulos, and economic policies, such as the new labor code, reduced civil rights. Finally, as the European parliamentary assembly noted in a January 2006 assessment, the reform is elitist in style. ‘Most reforms’, it declared, ‘appear to be carried out by a narrow circle of like-minded leading politicians, rather than by a broad configuration of people reflecting all the rich potential of the nation’.106 Executive power under President Saakashvili is quick, fluid, uncoordinated and personal, and dependent on the habits and whims of the president. This is not all bad – it prevents a return to the inertia and complacency of the Shevardnadze era – but it undermines the predictability of governance, and produces poorly coordinated policies.

THE JUDICIARY

The judiciary is the ‘invalid’ of Georgia’s reform program. Since 1997, there have been three major judicial reforms. The latest package was announced in September 2008 by Saakashvili at the UN General Assembly as part of what he called ‘the Second Rose Revolution’.107 It included the introduction of juries for criminal cases. In a 2009 poll by Caucasian Barometer, most Georgian citizens continued to look at the judiciary skeptically. In 2009, no more than 25 percent expressed confidence in the courts, although in 2010 that number had increased to 30 percent.108 The American Bar Association in an earlier 2006 assessment of judicial independence in Georgia gave it only two positives in its list of 30 features that ensure a fair justice system.109

The process of reform began in the Gamsakhurdia period with the depoliticization of the judiciary, the extension of judges’ tenure, and the ending of elections of judges by regional soviets. Legislation since 1995 governing the judiciary’s role, such as civil procedure, criminal, and criminal procedure codes are comprehensive. The law on General Courts (1997), a landmark judicial reform sponsored by Saakashvili, then minister of justice, created a new three-tier court structure, including a new layer of appellate courts. The military and arbitration courts were abolished, and supervision of the system by the Ministry of Justice was replaced by a self-regulatory High Council of Justice. However, the reform stalled because of a political environment that condoned illegality and tolerated impunity. Under Shevardnadze, 60 percent of all civil court judgments were never executed.

Lado Chanturia, the president of the Georgian Supreme Court from 1999 to 2004, in a speech on the eve of the Rose Revolution, listed three major problems in Georgia’s judicial system: an ‘old totalitarian mentality’ among the populace (legal nihilism); inadequate training (poor ethics); and the inapplicability of new laws to old government structures, what Boaventura de Sousa Santos terms the problem of ‘high intensity globalization’.110 An additional obstacle was inadequate funding. Court employees were drastically underpaid and overburdened (the average caseload for a judge was 5–6 cases a day). The salary of a district prosecutor under Shevardnadze was 140 GEL ($70) per month, which could not keep a family, and the national budget covered only 50 percent of the Prosecutor’s Office’s service requirements.111 Crucial to the failure of the 1997 reform was the nonfulfillment of increased salaries for judges. The Procuracy remained unreformed. The procurator-general could restrict pretrial access to counsel and reverse the decisions of all subordinate prosecutors. His office, an organ of executive power, ignored criminal cases that embarrassed the government. There was a great disparity in openness and accessibility between Tbilisi and the regions. The local procurator, the district governor, and the police chief made up a powerful troika in local towns. Legal talent came to the capital, provincial educational institutions were inadequate, and outside Tbilisi, monitoring was nonexistent. In a 1998 national survey, local courts were ranked lowest of 15 public institutions in terms of quality of service.112

Not all was bleak under Shevardnadze. Chanturia was a modernizer who instituted a Conference of Judges, a Judicial Disciplinary Council, a Judicial Training Center, open Supreme Court sessions, the publication and distribution of all Supreme Court decisions, and tough new examinations for judges. According to Chanturia, 1,587 candidates participated in six judicial qualification examinations between 1998 and 2003. Over half of the judiciary in 2003 consisted of new judges, although, as Chanturia admitted, examinations do not guarantee high ethics.113 However, the Constitutional Court never lived up to its expectations as a source of judicial review or constitutional protection. Designed to ensure a ‘presidential majority’ on the bench, few decisions went against the government. Like the Court of Chancery in Bleak House, it became hopelessly backlogged. Human rights issues were barely addressed. Between 1996 and 2000, the court dealt with an average of six cases per annum. It made no impact on the development of constitutional law or litigation: proposals to increase the number of legal entities with rights to bring complaints, or to permit the judges to handle more than one case at a time (a serious restriction on judges’ abilities to move cases forward quickly), made no headway. Between 1997 and 1999, the court focused almost exclusively on economic disputes; only 10 percent of complainants were private citizens.114 It was occasionally caught up in political decisions: in November 1998, it upheld a judge’s controversial appeal to continue his ten-year term despite the requirement of the 1997 Law on General Courts that he pass an examination to re-qualify.115

Since the Rose Revolution, the judiciary has gained in professionalism and financial stability, but its political independence is questionable. If Shevardnadze used the law to maintain control, Saakashvili uses it to build a strong state. Both imply an instrumental view of the law. The courts are there to protect government interests, not to defend citizens against the state.116 Laws are used selectively. In 2006, Valeri Gelashvili, an opposition supporter, was expelled from parliament for ignoring the constitutional stipulation forbidding entrepreneurial activity for MPs. His appeal was rejected by the Constitutional Court. UNM MPs, on the other hand, continue to run their businesses.117 The decision to reduce the minimum age for judges from 35 to 28 is positive, but it was used to replace older judges unsympathetic to the Rose Revolution. Many of the judicial ‘reforms’ in the Georgian context are not reforms at all. For example, Amendments to the Criminal Code in 2007 which removed a clause that permitted the punishment of judges for ‘illegal court rulings’ is retrograde in a system where judicial independence is weak. Similarly, the prohibition of audio and video recordings – defenders of this action declared cameras disrupted court proceedings – might work in US federal courts, but in the Georgian system there are no reliable court reporters or court secretaries to provide alternatives to media scrutiny. Popular trust in the courts increased after the cameras’ removal, which may have been the government’s goal.

There are important gains: the government’s anticorruption campaign had early traction in the judicial system, and vital salary increases for court officials were introduced – judges in the regional and city courts in 2006 received a minimum monthly salary of about 1,320 GEL ($796) and in the Supreme Court a salary of 2,736 GEL ($1,650). A new High School of Justice was established with required attendance by all judges.118 Detainees’ rights have been strengthened, the burden of proof for detention has shifted onto the prosecutor, who is no longer solely responsible for criminal investigation, and maximum trial periods have been reduced by half (now 12 months). The court system is more adversarial, although criminal defendants still sit in cages and are overwhelmingly convicted.119 In 2006, 16,911 criminal defendants were found guilty and only 37 were acquitted (overall, the rate of acquittals in criminal cases is under 1 percent). Plea bargaining and bail were introduced for the first time under Saakashvili along with a reduction in maximum pretrial detention term from nine to  four months. The number of judges in the Constitutional Court was increased from 9 to 15, terms were limited to one (the term was formerly ten years and renewable), and it was given new powers of review over the ordinary courts’ decisions on human rights’ cases.120 Courts have been restructured in the regions (making regional or city courts, courts of first instance) and a jury system for serious criminal cases was introduced in October 2010. Lifetime appointments for judges will be introduced in 2013, an important step but no guarantee of judicial independence, given that judges must undergo a three-year probation before their lifetime appointment.

Other reforms have focused on strengthening the judiciary. In 2001, a new law on the Bar strengthened the qualification for legal practice including a one-year internship (there was none before). Two entrance exams were organized in 2003 and 2004 and the Bar’s founding assembly was convened in March 2005. A generation of young lawyers, often trained in Western universities, are active in the drafting of new legislation and lobbying for improved civil rights. Law has become the most popular subject in higher education. Young lawyers, particularly the 600 or so organized in the Georgian Young Lawyers Association (GYLA), are effective lobbyists who have adapted to the demands of international organizations and foreign companies. For all this, in 2004, President Mikheil Saakashvili won the American Bar Association’s Central European and Eurasian Law Initiative’s top prize.

But is the prize deserved? Context changes everything. Plea bargaining is a desirable reform, but how does it work in Georgia? The government collected $25.4 million between 2003 and 2004 as a result of plea bargaining, but it never followed an identifiable procedure. Who made the decision about the ‘fine’ remitted to the state, and where the money went, was never clear. According to the opposition, over 300,000 persons have plea bargained since 2004.121 If true, why is the number so high? The context of distrust in the courts is crucial to understanding the popularity of plea bargaining. A ‘plea’ is seen as better than almost certain conviction. Georgia’s judicial ‘reforms’ have other negative results. Zero-tolerance polices, inspired by California’s ‘three strikes and you’re out’, have led to an increase in the prosecution of juveniles by 50 percent between 2005 and 2007, and to prolonged sentences for petty crimes. A 2007 UNICEF report on Georgia’s juvenile system concluded that it ‘does not meet UN Minimum Standards and Norms on Juvenile Justice or current notions of good practice’.122 That same year, the age of criminal responsibility was reduced from 14 to 12 (a moratorium was immediately introduced, and the provision was reversed in 2010).

The president, in practice, determines the appointment of judges to the Constitutional Court. He no longer directly appoints judges of the Supreme Court – a positive reform – but has dominant influence over who gets selected. Executive interference in the judiciary (a punishable offence according to the constitution) was highlighted by the claim of five Supreme Court judges in December 2005 that they resigned under pressure. Sylvia Planz, heading the EU Rule of Law Mission in Georgia, suggested they were pressured to leave ‘for not taking the right decisions’.123 In 2005, an astonishing 21 of 37 Supreme Court judges resigned.124 New legislation permits judges to retire early with full salaries, a mechanism the government can use to remove undesirable judges. If that does not work, judges can be dismissed when courts are restructured and judges are placed on a ‘reserve list’. It is not clear what criteria determine which judges are relegated to the list. Judges complain that their overwhelming caseload (exacerbated by the removal of judges to the reserves) leads to inevitable infractions of the rules when deadlines are not met, a case for dismissal. In effect, due to manipulation of disciplinary measures and the ability to transfer judges from one court to another without a clear time limit, the purpose of a ten-year appointment loses its point. The removal of the old guard is part of the reform process, but when hasty and opaque, it undermines judicial independence.

In 2006, constitutional amendments removed the president’s formal power to appoint and dismiss judges, and since 2007, the president no longer chairs the High Council of Justice. Now the Council, self-regulating and theoretically independent of the executive, appoints judges. But the president’s dominance over the executive and legislature, and his powerful influence on the nomination of candidates to the Supreme Court (which in turn controls the majority of nominees to the High Council), ensures that the president determines who gets to sit on the bench.125 One EU Rule of Law mission official glumly summed it up: ‘I haven’t met a single judge who tells me he or she is independent. Nobody on the inside speaks of an independent judiciary’.126

Thomas Carothers divides legal reform in post-communist states into three stages: rewriting the laws, retraining and restructuring, and government compliance.127 Georgia is in the second stage with little evidence of the third. Until there is greater pluralism in the Georgian political system, the president, through direct and indirect control over appointments, can reduce the likelihood of a serious challenge from the judiciary. The UNM has little interest in divesting power to judicial bodies, and judicial review, rather than being a check on the executive, can in circumstances like Georgia’s become a source of legitimacy for questionable government actions.

LOCAL GOVERNMENT

If the judiciary is the ‘invalid’ of government reform, local government is practically bedridden. Reform began in 1991 under Gamsakhurdia. Sakrebulos and gamgeobas (elected administrative boards) replaced the local soviets. A law on the Local Administration in the Period of Transition, and another on Prefectures, established centrally appointed regional officials who could suspend or annul sakrebulo decisions, and control local appointments, including the head of the local administration. Accountable to the president, the new Prefects were as indifferent to their constituents as the regional party secretaries they replaced. Despite local elections in November 1991, local government remained a tool of the center. After Gamsakhurdia’s ouster, most sakrebulos disbanded. In 1993–4, Shevardnadze replaced the sakrebulos with an unelected system of provincial and district governors (rtsmunebuli and gamgebeli, respectively). Mayors were appointed to the towns and cities. Parliament’s legislative initiatives on local elections came to naught and, until 1997, the executive ruled the regions by decree. That year, under strong pressure from the Council of Europe, Georgia passed a Law on Local Self-Government and Administration, and in November 1998 local elections took place. Thirteen blocs and parties competed for 1,031 sakrebulos. With an official turnout of 60.05 percent, the CUG, despite gathering a majority of seats nationwide, was unable to achieve a majority in most urban sakrebulos including Tbilisi (29.94 percent) and Rustavi (22.75 percent). The Labor and Socialist parties received strong support in the major urban areas.128

Under the new rules, sakrebulos in villages, in temis (a group of villages), towns, and cities, depending on their size, elected a gamgeoba (board) or a gamgebeli (governor/mayor). The president held onto his power to appoint governors and mayors in most of the country’s cities including Tbilisi, Batumi, Rustavi, Sukhumi, Kutaisi, and Tskhinvali. This excluded almost 70 percent of Georgia’s population from self-government.129 The law’s vagueness, the right of the executive under certain circumstances to dismiss the sakrebulo or reverse its decisions, the powerful layer of unelected governors at the provincial and city levels, and the lack of financial decentralization, including rights of property ownership by local government bodies, sabotaged the goal of self-government. Local sakrebulos had to rely on unpredictable budget transfers from Tbilisi and were powerless to control the local executive (they needed the permission of the president to dismiss the gamgebeli). Shevardnadze, like Gamsakhurdia, feared genuine decentralization could undermine Georgian state integrity.

The failure of the 1998 reform, and the suspicion of electoral fraud, led to a new local government law in 2001. The 2001 law clarified competency levels – divided into exclusive, delegated, and optional – and spelled out the functions of local government. It gave local government bodies at the municipal level (village, community, and small town) exclusive competencies that only courts could override. The number of cities granted self-government (elected mayors) was increased, and budget independence was strengthened by permitting elected councils more flexibility in income allocation from transfers and shared revenues. However, the directly elected district sakrebulo was replaced by a weaker and indirectly elected ‘association of councils’. The president was required to appoint district governors from the association of councils’ membership, but he retained his power – along with the courts – to suspend local municipalities under certain conditions, and he continued to appoint all rtsmunebeli.

The spirit of the legislation was undermined by financial dependence on the center, authoritarian styles of administration, and local clan networks. The gamgebeli still managed the lion’s share of the sakrebulos’ budgets (although the sakrebulo – or gamgeoba in the cities – now had to approve them). He controlled any decision on public land, and kept all his powers over education, health, and social security if the sakrebulos did not demand them (many, given their size and inexperience, did not). He was both local government representative and government administrator, but could only promote his career as the latter. Taxes, rightfully belonging to the sakrebulos, such as land and property taxes, were collected and kept by the Ministry of Finance. Two cities – Tbilisi and Poti – retained centrally appointed executives. Central ministries still arranged for whomever they wanted at district level despite the requirement of consent from the district gamgebeli.130 The 2001 law was strongly resisted in parliament, and the opposition claimed it passed as a result of fraudulent voting in the chamber.

Local elections in 2002 were chaotic. Election observers from the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe reported that the ‘lack of proper preparation … dashed hopes that the elections would be fair’.131 Some precincts had their elections postponed (such as Rustavi) due to the hijacking or stuffing of ballots, but the real problem was poor organization. Yet the elections were honest enough to hand the opposition major gains. The Labor Party and the National Movement captured 25.5 percent (16 seats) and 23.75 percent (15 seats), respectively, on the 49-seat Tbilisi sakrebulo. The pro-business New Rightists and Industrialists Will Save Georgia (IWSG), no doubt as a result of their greater resources, scored significant victories in the provinces (21 percent of the sakrebulo seats), although the overwhelming number of mandates (58 percent) were won by independents. This was the end for the CUG. Discredited, it received less than 2 percent of the national vote and did not reach the 4 percent threshold in Tbilisi.132

Saakashvili’s Rose Revolution promised to end the cleavage between state and society, and ‘cleanse’ representative assemblies from clans and bosses. In July 2004, President Saakashvili set up a State Commission on Effective Governance and Territorial Arrangement to start his revolution in the regions. In 2005, two laws followed: ‘On the capital of Georgia – Tbilisi’ and the ‘Organic Law of Georgia on Local Self-Government’.133 The law on Tbilisi, drawn up without the participation of the State Commission, replaced the presidentially appointed mayor with one indirectly elected by a new 37-member city sakrebulo. The City Council, elected on a mixed first past the post (FPP) and PR system, favored the largest and most organized party by establishing a multimandate winner-takes-all system for the FPP seats, based on a simple plurality. The opposition demanded direct elections, but the CEC rejected their call for a referendum on the issue.

The 2005 Law on Local Self-Government replaced the vast network of 1,100 village and town sakrebulos with 67 districts, and six city sakrebulos. Each sakrebulo elected a governor or a mayor, usually (although not necessarily) from its ranks. The education, health care, and urban planning functions of local government were strengthened, and local government property ownership was clarified by a Law on Property of Local Self-Governing Entities. Income tax was allocated to local government bodies, but was a delegated rather than an exclusive local government function, which invited interference from the Ministry of Finance. The transfer of property to local government was a positive move, but was bedeviled with prolonged inventory-taking, privatization disputes, and obstruction from the central government. In many cases, the acquisition of local assets increased local government debts. Tax relief on property under 40,000 GEL (around $24,200) meant more than 90 percent of local self-government units had no income from property, and without a land tax on farms under five hectares – the vast majority – revenues were minimal.

The reform gave no budgetary independence to local government bodies. Limited resources, the abolition of lower level sakrebulos, central government regulatory powers, and the UNM’s occupation of 89 percent of the gamgebeli positions after the 2006 local elections made decentralization a misnomer for the 2005 reform. The law weakened the National Association of Local Self-Government Units of Georgia, which included almost all of Georgia’s sakrebulos, and undermined the principle of subsidiarity. With district sakrebulos physically located far away from villages, participation and access to the authorities became more difficult. Accountability has not improved. Public requests for information to local government bodies are often ignored, and communication between local government bodies and the population on budgets, property auctions, or community meetings is minimal. Asked in October 2009 whether local government kept its citizens well informed, only 15 percent agreed compared to 55 percent who disagreed.134

The government argued that devolving too much power to the districts would strengthen local clans. Larger administrative units, it claimed, improved the efficiency of local services (indeed, some village-level sakrebulos lacked the resources to serve their communities) and mediated regional economic inequalities and other spending disparities. The preservation of the presidentially appointed rtsmunebuli could ensure central government resources were distributed more equally. In reality, the 2005–6 reforms preserved the hierarchical relationship between central government and local officials, and there is little prospect for decentralization without local control over the purse. Local authorities do not have the ability ‘to regulate and manage a substantial share of public affairs under their own responsibilities’, as the European Charter on Local Self-Government requires (article 3.1).135 Without genuine local self-government, including local control over education and health, economic development in the regions is unlikely. The integration of rural Georgians and non-Georgians into national life has no better prospects in 2009 than in 1991 when the reforms began.

A critical test of the new law was the October 2006 local elections. Announced just 40 days in advance, the minimum required by law, opposition parties complained they had little time to organize. In over one-fourth of the single-member districts, UNM candidates had no opponents. Turnout was low (47.4 percent), and local authority resources were commandeered by the UNM, which captured 88.8 percent of the seats.136 In Tbilisi, the system was designed to give the largest party an advantage, which led to the UNM capturing 67 percent of the vote and 92 percent of the seats. The OSCE declared that the authorities’ distribution of utility vouchers, pension bonuses, and the setting up of soup kitchens parallel with the election campaign illustrated the ‘lack of clear separation between party and state’.137 Local elections in May 2010 under a modified law allowed for the direct election of Tbilisi’s mayor, and the UNM, benefiting from an enormous campaign chest compared to the opposition, captured all municipal sakrebulos in a landslide victory (73.9 percent of the total vote outside Tbilisi). However, the new Tbilisi sakrebulo suggests a government indifferent to local self-governance. It meets once a month (scheduled at 5 p.m.) and, within four to six hours, must discuss all the matters that can trouble a city of 1.2 million.

Georgia’s post-Soviet governments have consistently resisted decentralization. In 2005, local government budgets amounted to a total of 597 million GEL, or just over one-fifth of the national budget, despite serving over half the population. Laws that transferred property to local governments and expanded their budgetary powers failed to overcome the political and financial controls of the Ministry of Finance. Most local government bodies still depend on the Ministry for 90 percent of their expenditures. Poorly trained officials, low organizational capacity, and the lack of resources add to the imbalance between district and center. The sakrebulos, despite the establishment of oversight commissions and their right to pass votes of no confidence in the gamgebeli, do not control the executive. Compared to Tbilisi, politics in the provinces is opaque; local executives benefit from greater deference and less public examination. Under Shevardnadze, powerful central appointees asserted considerable autonomy. President Saakashvili has reduced local politicians’ security of tenure – Imereti province, for example, has had five rtsmunebuli and 12 mayors since 2003 – and big political personalities still dominate local life, often scandalously.138 A Decentralization Strategy Concept, drawn up in conjunction with the Council of Europe in 2005, like all such plans over the last 20 years, has not enhanced local democracy.

CONCLUSION

Under Shevardnadze, weak penetration of society by the state, and a dismal extraction of revenues, undermined its ability to protect its citizens from powerful and unelected domestic groups and monopolies. There was little consensus on the identity of the state, and on its broad political values and goals. Corruption and insolvency undermined integrative institutions like the army, and weakened the infrastructures needed for a national market. The absence of basic economic well-being for the majority undermined the value of citizenship and exacerbated the historical disconnection between citizen and state.

In his annual address to parliament in 2006, Saakashvili described Georgia’s state renewal:

Today Georgia is a fully-fledged and rapidly developing state, with … a well-tuned and efficient state apparatus, strong state institutions, rapidly increasing financial indicators, employed people, a strong law-enforcement system, a strong, well-motivated, well-equipped and trained army … and growth indicators never before seen.139

Saakashvili has, as he put it, gathered up the ‘scattered bunch of stones’ of Georgian statehood.140 The state’s reconquista has destroyed criminal networks, established budget solvency, and improved public security. Saakashvili sees himself as a modernizer determined to complete the country’s unfinished revolution as speedily as possible, and to break with cultural stereotypes. He has moved extraordinarily fast and brought Georgia into the twenty-first century. Democratization is in the mix, but it is diluted by a president who keeps policy-making to a small circle and uses his parliamentary supermajority to endorse its decisions. Liberal democracy depends on an effective coercive-extractive state, but a weak opposition, a dormant parliament, and a subservient judiciary have empowered the state at the expense of its citizens. Like Gamsakhurdia and Shevardnadze before him, Saakashvili is building his state from the roof-down. He has failed to dismantle the networks and groups that continue to undermine the coherence and honesty of Georgia’s executive structures, and that can only be done by working, in partnership with the people, from the bottom up.
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The Economy




Rustaveli Prospect in 1990 contained imposing architectural symbols of Soviet power like Government House and the Institute of Marxism-Leninism, but they sat alongside private bazaars, retail cooperatives, foreign currency shops, and illegal money changers. Despite the state’s ostensible control of public space, the market was everywhere. There were illegal taxi drivers known as chichikos, tradesmen conducting business behind shop fronts in dollars, and foreign students selling goods brought from abroad. This dual economy was an important element in the USSR’s economic survival. Today, Rustaveli Prospect mimics modern capitalism. Shop fronts advertise Boss and Armani, malls have replaced old bazaars and display sparkling new Sport Utility Vehicles (SUVs) inside, banks and insurance companies sit alongside glittering bars, and most spectacularly, the Institute of Marxism Leninism is being gutted to make way for a luxurious hotel. The Rose Revolution, in a strange echo of the communist era, has made construction its mantra, and has transformed much of Tbilisi’s center into glass and concrete. The quaint atmosphere of decay that characterized Rustaveli Prospect in the late 1980s has gone. Economic life today is better regulated, but for the majority – especially in the provinces and in Tbilisi’s ‘projects’ – the miracle is beyond the horizon. Fabulous GDP growth, construction booms in Batumi and Sighnakhi, top marks on the World Bank’s Doing Business Survey (15th place in 2009), and boutique hotels sprouting out of Tbilisi’s urban landscape are incomplete measures of Georgia’s economic health. Georgia illustrates why we need to reassess the way we characterize economic systems and their citizens’ economic well-being.1

Georgia’s economic decline after independence was the most severe in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). Between 1990 and 1992, GNP declined 64 percent; in 1991, agricultural production fell by 50 percent, and the value of trade with countries outside the former Soviet Union crashed by 59 percent.2 The population’s well-being fell catastrophically. It was a surprise to Georgians and their foreign fans, brimming with confidence about Georgian business instincts (in a 1993 report, the World Bank referred to the Georgians’ ‘latent entrepreneurial talent’).3 It turned out former ‘deletsi’ or ‘operators’, adept at deceit and extralegal activities learned in the Soviet second economy (black market), were not the ‘entrepreneurial talent’ a liberal market required. In 2002–3, the second economy accounted for an estimated 64 percent of Georgia’s GDP.

Gregory Grossman described the Soviet second economy’s central features as theft from the state, speculation, illicit production, and underground enterprises.4 None of these prepared Georgians for a market economy. Georgia’s human capital was impressive – over one-tenth of the working population in 1989 had complete higher education – but it was the product of a rigid educational system, out of tune with international business demands. The country had a strong agricultural base, but its success was achieved within a closed economy that had protected Georgian farmers from the realities of global capitalism. Western experts were deluded, as were Georgians themselves, by sloppy statistics and entrepreneurial bravado. On the eve of Georgia’s independence, every third employee had higher and special secondary education, and of the 48.8 percent of the population employed by the state, 36.5 percent were engaged in white-collar and service occupations. From 1970 to 1989, the number of scientists and scholars increased by 50 percent. In 1990, Georgia had 4.92 physicians per 1,000 population compared to 3.1 in the European Community. Georgian life expectancy in 1990 was the highest in the USSR at 72.1, and Georgia was just behind Russia and the Baltic states in terms of GNP per capita. This did not include the benefits that accrued from the second economy. The number of cars in Georgia increased seven times between 1970 and 1985, and at 63 cars per 1,000 people in 1984, Georgia was fourth in the USSR behind the Baltic republics. Some of the USSR’s most prestigious industries were located in Georgia – such as the Sukhoi fighter plane factory, the DC locomotive factory, and the Rustavi steel mill, which produced 90 percent of Soviet oil drilling tubes.5 Tbilisi was a central transport node in Caucasia. The country had a fully electrified railway system of over 1,500 kilometers that served Central Asia and the Eastern Caucasus. Over one-third of Azerbaijani’s rail freight in 1990 passed through Georgia.6

Yet Georgian society was isolated from the world economy, and though its  official statistics compared favorably with Europe, in terms of formal education, productivity (work habits), technology, housing, consumption, and urbanization levels, it trailed Europe dramatically. By the 1980s, the Georgian economy was contracting. Despite a large subsidized manufacturing sector in engineering and food processing (the latter accounted for about two-fifths of Georgia’s industrial activity in the 1980s), the republic’s average economic growth in the 1980s sank to 1 percent compared to 7 percent in the 1970s.7 There were vast spatial inequalities in health and education – 60 percent of rural households and 17 percent of rural hospitals and clinics had no access to running water. The national average of obstetricians and gynecologists was an impressive 3.1 per 10,000 residents. But in rural Dusheti, it was 0.3.8 Rural schools were dilapidated, and teachers poorly trained and paid. The propiska system (permission to live in cities) restricted mobility, and perpetuated urban–rural disparities.

The Georgian urban family, despite a contemporary European veneer, was conservative and patriarchal. The dependence on kinship networks, intensified by the Soviet shortage economy and subaltern relations with the center – challenged the institutional workings of a modern economy. Inequalities of access, offset in the Soviet period by socioeconomic and ethnic quotas, and by free higher education, are more significant today. The major obstacle to a job in 2011 is the power of ‘incumbents’ to exclude the unconnected. The presence of high-ranking officials within kin networks, according to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), is correlated with family welfare.9 High unemployment and expensive health care have made patrons vital to personal well-being.

There are enduring barriers to Georgia’s economic prospects. Georgia’s geography is a blessing and a curse. Georgia always straddled trade routes. Oil and gas, carried through the $3.6-billion Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline and the Baku–Tbilisi–Erzurum gas pipeline, are the latest commodities to cross the Caucasian isthmus.10 But Georgia’s strategic trade routes attract attention from powerful neighbors and organized crime too. The proximity of Chechnya and an aggressive Russian state that has conducted a trade war with Georgia for the last decade undermine Georgia’s appeal to foreign investors. The European Union (EU) has promoted commercial transit networks, but at 4.5 million people, Georgia is a limited market. The World Bank describes it as a ‘lower-middle-income’ country. Those Westerners who venture across the Black Sea are chiefly interested in cheap privatization deals, real estate (mostly hotels), or raw materials. Foreign direct investment (FDI) for long-term domestic production is limited.11 Privatization in Georgia is littered with shady foreign buyers and broken agreements. The Rustavi Steel Mill, the republic’s largest single employer (15,000 people), was bought by Italian investors in the 1990s who plundered the factory for scrap metal until they were finally expelled after a long court process.

Saakashvili’s government has attracted investors from the United Arab Emirates, Kazakhstan, the United States, and the Netherlands. This is all to the good, but do these investments impact economic well-being or poverty levels? Do they lead to the retention of native skilled personnel and provide training for future industries? Does this investment establish forward and backward linkages to Georgia’s own economy and stimulate jobs at home (in 2007, only 6 percent of total investment went into industry)?12 Does it help small businesses? How long will it last as the privatization campaign reaches completion? Foreign capital is not a panacea, and its impact, especially if capital intensive, is limited in the secondary sector. FDI is a generic term, but its impacts are variable; in 2010, for example, there was a 118 percent increase in FDI in transport and communication, but a 1.9 percent decrease in employment in these sectors.13 Thomas Friedman has referred to a world flattened by global patterns of trade and communication.14 Saakashvili is trying to open Georgia to this new world, but there is one economic migrant for every fourth household in Georgia, and total employment sank 7.3 percent between 2002 and 2007. Georgia is in danger of becoming a loser in the new global supply chain, not a beneficiary.15 Even its largest companies are small in global terms and find it hard to compete. The World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Report in 2011 suggests Georgia is falling behind its competitors.16

DEMOCRACY AND THE MARKET

Adam Przeworski and his colleagues have established a statistically important link between fair income distribution and economic growth on the one hand, and sustainable democracy on the other. The World Bank concedes that poor countries like Georgia are more likely to remain democratic if they reduce income inequality alongside growth.17 This suggests a more nuanced relationship between the market and democratic transition than the obfuscating insistence that one cannot do without the other. The premise behind Western democratization in post-communist states is that economic liberalization is necessary, even if it increases inequalities. That may be true, but it is not any old ‘market’ that leads to democracy, it is one that promotes business independence, the rule of law, and a degree of economic power for ordinary citizens. Mass unemployment – which is the major feature of Georgia’s market economy – deprives people of power and increases vulnerability to global economic downturns or natural disasters. Looking at the Latin American experience in the 1980s, Marcus Kurtz suggests neoliberalism raised ‘such severe barriers to collective action and expression as to render ordinary political participation – individual and via interest groups – difficult or even impossible for large strata of society’.18

Shevardnadze’s early measures emphasized an open trade regime, accelerated privatization and deregulation, reduced public expenditure, and weakened labor power. Policies of structural adjustment helped control inflation and stabilize the exchange rate, but neglected the role of institutional and cultural habits, and what Keynes called the ‘radical uncertainty’ underlying economic decision-making, especially at times of transformation. Responsive markets can increase popular control, but in Georgian conditions, because of old Soviet routines and economic insecurity, rapid market conversion led to businesses avoiding new taxes, to greater dependence on the illegal economy, and to a rapid fall in revenues. The weak Georgian government was unable to accommodate global capital flows or stimulate and support market growth. The result was a prolonged recession (a short one was anticipated) and, for the majority of the population, a miserable existence of dark and freezing winter nights. Opaque privatization schemes, and improperly supervised international loans, strengthened links between corrupt political and economic elites rather than sundering them. For two decades, Georgia has not been ‘marketized’, but ‘monopolized’, and Saakashvili’s new economy is no less rent seeking at its core than Shevardnadze’s.

Deregulation compounded the loss of state authority and multiplied opportunities for patronage-capitalism. Personal ties were used to leverage tax exemptions, guarantee preferential purchases of state property, and sustain monopolies. The Soviet bureaucratic state was replaced by a quasi-feudal one of elite pacts and economic monopolies.19 International Monetary Fund (IMF) policies helped create conditions that effectively strangled competition and excluded vast segments of the population from legal participation in the economy. Lucan Way and Stephen Collier call this an ‘exclusionary market regime’.20 According to Roman Gotsiridze, former chairman of the parliamentary budget committee, no Georgian businessman could achieve success under Shevardnadze without some form of government-granted financial privilege or patronage.21

The Saakashvili administration’s reaction to Shevardnadze’s economic failure (a 65 percent decline in real GDP levels between 1990 and 2003) was to accelerate the economic revolution. The majority of tariff barriers were demolished, taxes minimized (a 2005 tax code reduced 21 taxes to 6), organized crime was crushed, and privatization of Georgian assets stepped up – including hydroelectric power stations, telephone companies, commercial ports, and power distribution companies. Kakha Bendukidze, the state minister for the coordination of reforms between 2004 and 2008, promised he would abolish his ministry within three years. By 2009, energy, communication, tourism, and transport were entirely in private hands; the only significant commercial asset left to the government was the railway system (leased in 2007 amid much controversy to an obscure British company based in Cyprus and the Bahamas, a deal subsequently annulled by the government).22 The problem was not so much Shevardnadze’s policy (he had, after all, begun Georgia’s conversion to capitalism), but the pace, and the delivery. Saakashvili, coming in on the tail end of a transition paradigm that urged a radical rollback of the state, declared he would ‘turn Georgia into the Dubai or Singapore of this region’.23 Despite a renewed emphasis in international financial circles on ‘state capacity building’, the Georgian administration’s Basic Data and Directions Plan for 2007–10 denounced all forms of state interference and demanded the ‘minimum necessary administrative interference in the economy’.24 Ambitious, risky, and full of what Russians call ‘printsipial’nost’ (an inflexible adherence to idealistic principles), the government implemented massive cutbacks in licensing and taxes for businesses, and slashed state employees.

The initial results were impressive. Lado Gurgenidze, Georgian prime minister from 2007 to 2008, noted that ‘nominal GDP grew from approximately $4 billion to almost $13 billion over a five-year period’ (2003–8) and that nominal GDP per capita increased ‘from $1,188 in 2004 to an estimated $2,925 in 2008’.25 If in 2003 taxes were 13.95 percent of GDP, in 2008 they were 24.9 percent. The introduction of a flat rate (in 2011, personal income tax was a flat 20 percent) meant that more people paid their taxes. But this impressive turnaround has not led to economic modernization. Exports have grown since 2004 but are restricted to mostly ferroalloys, chemicals, and minerals (copper and gold); manufactured goods remain uncompetitive. Between 2002 and 2007, the value of Georgia’s scrap metal exports tripled, most of it coming from bankrupt factories, and the trade deficit in 2007 was an unsustainable 28 percent of GDP.26 There is little sign that the economy is producing any new products and, in 2008, as a result of war and recession, capital inflows dropped from $1.7 billion to $450 million in the second half of the year. Without FDI – the heart of Georgia’s economic strategy – the country’s external current account deficit (22.5 percent of GDP in 2008) will continue to expand.

Vladimer Papava, former minister of the economy under Shevardnadze, argues that the Georgian economy is still dominated by ‘necroeconomics’, or the production of uncompetitive goods by enterprises still dependent on state support.27 But the nature of that dependence has changed: Georgian firms no longer rely on the state underwriting their debts – instead they face the challenging paradox of an interventionist ‘neo-liberal’ state. The confiscation of business assets, the re-privatization of former ‘illegal’ sales, and the creation of a predatory financial police (it was made part of a new Revenue Service in 2007) created a new system of business dependence.28 The government still uses patronage, discretionary use of tax and environmental laws, and control of the courts to manage business. In 2011, Bidzina Ivanishvili, the richest man in Georgia, accused the government of ‘unprecedented pressure exerted on Georgian business through use of tax [services], [the] prosecutor’s office, and judiciary’.29 Business success is best achieved through influence (protection) in government, not by abiding by the rules, or increases in productivity. Deregulation has not created an economy free of government, but only disguised its mechanisms of control. Georgia highlights the hollow connection between weakly regulated economies and free markets, something that economists have pointed out for decades.30

In Georgia, the problem is not the size of the state – China has shown that GDP growth is not correlated with small government – but its weakness. Export-driven growth in Georgia is hampered by the lack of government support, including the absence of training to help companies attain better product standards for export to the EU and Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries. Georgian firms will not be able to compete in the globalized market on their own. Poorly funded health care provisions, weak higher education institutions, and gender inequality damage Georgia’s economic productivity. Government rejection of even a limited regional economic policy (despite the creation of the Ministry of Regional Development and Infrastructure in 2009, and an extensive provincial road-building program) leads to continuing urban–rural disparities, all of which undermine efforts at national integration and economic growth.

The ‘Economic Liberty Act’ enshrines Georgia’s economic strategy in the constitution. The supreme law, passed in July 2011, fixes a maximum ratio of budgetary expenditures to GDP at 30 percent, budget deficit at a maximum 3 percent of GDP, and a maximum of 60 percent of debt-to-GDP ratio. Any tax increases will require a referendum, another blow to parliamentary power.31 In his introduction to the proposed law, Saakashvili declared ‘nothing good is happening where there is a state’.32 But faced with staggering unemployment, poverty, and intensified foreign competition, this may be precisely the time when the state can do some good. India’s National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, for example, guarantees every rural household 100 days of work to improve village infrastructure (and provide jobs). The Chinese government has put in place a whole range of export incentives that help Chinese companies compete in global markets. These examples of useful state activity encourage growth and competitiveness.33 Recent research suggests state subsidies in competitive sectors can have a positive impact on growth.34

A 2010 UNDP report, based on a survey of 50 countries, showed that effective government, with adequate public expenditures and investment in health, education, agriculture, and the promotion of opportunities for women, was the most successful mechanism for creating growth and jobs.35 The Georgian government’s delusional boasts of economic health and its refusal to consider an industrial policy to stimulate the local economy are the real threats to the government’s legitimacy, not an authoritarian style. Reduced taxes, privatization, and a crackdown on corruption are no longer the spectacular sources of growth they were between 2003 and 2007. Between 2008 and 2009, Georgia’s external public debt increased from 21 percent of GDP to 32 percent. Georgia requires external beneficence to cover its budget deficit.

Liberty is not just freedom from government interference; liberty and equality (or greater social inclusion) are partners in economic and democratic growth. The absence of antitrust legislation, the abolition of government agencies that supervise work safety and medicines, and a gutted labor code will make integration into the EU – the only realistic future for Georgia’s economic development – more difficult. Tax incentives, special industrial zones, or better roads are important stimuli to growth, but so is a well-qualified and healthy workforce. Hannah Arendt argued that political freedom (in contrast to liberation) means above all the right to participate in government,36 but the administration’s economic policies have increased social and political exclusion and made it harder to exercise those rights. The essential elements of a well-functioning market in Georgia – trust, the rule of law, fair competition, and the enforcement of contracts – are feeble. International financial bodies like the World Bank, faced by the self-destructive nature of unregulated capitalism, are shifting their emphasis in developing economies from macroeconomic prescriptions to sequenced liberalization, political stability, and the development of social capital. The Georgian government, on the contrary, is charging toward a libertarian paradise, blithely ignoring its distributional effects. Phrases like the ‘public interest’ and ‘the common good’ are not in the government’s vocabulary.

The Georgian economic crisis is embedded in Georgian economic policy. It was apparent before the war in August 2008, and the global financial crisis. The crash of the European tigers – whether Ireland, Estonia, or Iceland – suggests that openness to unregulated capital and financial markets carries vulnerabilities. Paradoxically, the 2008 Russo–Georgian war, despite horrible destruction, temporarily rescued the Georgian government from its own economic folly. Calling it the ‘war paradox’, Vladimer Papava argues the massive (pledged) foreign aid of $4.5 billion that followed, half of it grants, covered Georgia’s declining FDI.37 But the money is running out. FDI is important, but it is only part of the solution. Prioritized investment in domestic production, investment in small business and agriculture – small enterprises are job generators and the kernel of Georgia’s new professionals – expansion of low-interest credit, and targeted public works programs to diminish the country’s debilitating poverty would be important (and urgent) steps.

BEAN COUNTING

Analyzing the real level of the Georgian economy, the degree of poverty, the quality of education, reported income versus unofficial and nonmonetized incomes, as well as other economic and social indices such as mortality rates, are difficult tasks in Georgia. Aggregate unemployment and poverty rates tell us nothing about their depth, or the wide regional and age-based variations. Neither do raw employment figures help us figure out income levels – many ‘employed’ are below the poverty line. Results are contradictory depending on the criteria for poverty (it has been changed innumerable times) and the definition of employment. Much of the data is hidden – neither GDP nor GNP, for example, measure the second economy or the unregistered remittances on which many Georgians are dependent. Georgia is still largely a cash economy. When only 30 percent of the working population receive salaries, and only 20 percent of these work in the private sector, aggregate data on salaries and private industry are misleading as an index of national trends. GDP rates do not tell us who is producing what – in Georgia’s case, for example, over 70 percent comes from large industrial enterprises and a miserly 15 percent from small and medium businesses (in the EU, the proportions are the other way round). Statistical reporting in Georgia, notably in the health professions, is full of inconsistencies depending on the agencies gathering information. International organizations like the World Health Organization (WHO) and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), using their own measurements, are highly variable. Georgian government statistics lost much of their credibility when the Georgian Department of Statistics was integrated into the Ministry of Economic Development in 2004. This ended the Department’s nominal autonomy (in 2005, when poverty statistics were deemed too high, the Department did not publish them).38 It has since regained its institutional independence, including a government-appointed supervisory board. It coordinates with the National Bank and the Ministry of Finance on the collection of economic data, but its dependence on untrained provincial administrators and pressure from government officials to modify its methodology to improve numbers (such as switching from retail to wholesale prices to reduce poverty levels) makes its accuracy uncertain. Given these caveats, optimistic prognoses of market transformation are, at times, based on statistical fancies.39 Characterizing the financial machinations of Enron, the fraudulent US energy company, the prosecuting attorney declared: ‘they can make the numbers say whatever they want to say’.40 This is no less true of Georgian government departments.

THE GEORGIAN ECONOMY: 1991–2010

Early economic failure in post-Soviet states can be explained by the rapid loss of markets, the scope of economic transformation, and the breakdown of aging infrastructures. But local differences – such as leadership, resources, and geography – played a role. Georgia’s dependence on trade (43 percent of GDP in 1988–90) and energy imports, a series of devastating wars, and what Grossman referred to as its ‘unparalleled scale’ of black market activity – were significant constraints in Georgian economic strategies.41 Leadership was a vital factor, including institutional breakdown under Gamsakhurdia, unsuccessful modernization under Shevardnadze, and radical transformation under Saakashvili. Georgia’s geographical position, with unstable warring states to the north, east, and south, and its exploitation as a transit route for drugs and arms created major national security problems. In 1989, 25 percent of electricity, 90 percent of domestic oil consumption, 100 percent of gas, over 80 percent of timber, and 90 percent of raw materials were imported from Russia and other Soviet republics. Eighty percent of Georgia’s wheat and 85 percent of its sugar came from outside the country. In 1991, more than 67 percent of Georgia’s exports went to Russia.42 Economic collapse in the 1990s coincided with the loss of these export revenues, the sudden disappearance of a centrally funded budget, a plummeting Russian economy, and a drastic downturn in terms of trade. After independence in April 1991, Georgia has gone through four phases: collapse (1990–4), reform (1994–8), stagnation (1999–2003), and acceleration (2003–present).


TABLE 3. Basic Population Figures
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Collapse

Gamsakhurdia’s disregard of economics and diplomacy, including a self-imposed economic blockade with Russia in March 1991 and a temporary ban on selected exports, accelerated Georgia’s economic isolation. Fearing the impact of higher prices on popular support, he maintained a form of state capitalism: there was no privatization, very limited price liberalization, and no institutional reform except for the creation of the National Bank. The State Council, formed after Shevardnadze’s return to Georgia in March 1992, introduced economic reform, but none of the institutions required for implementation were in place. The war in Abkhazia, Russia’s economic blockade, a damaging earthquake in April 1991, and irresponsible deficit financing that created great personal fortunes along with popular misfortunes brought financial anarchy. Revenues from transport and tourism were lost; from 2.5 million tourists in the late 1980s, Georgia received practically none in 1993–4. Revenue from the regions dried up, such as Achara, which refused to pay the 4 million rubles it owed Tbilisi every month. Georgia was still in the ruble zone and cash shortages, manipulated by Russia, deepened the barter economy.

Shevardnadze’s first prime minister Tengiz Sigua introduced a flurry of economic reform measures in 1992–3, including housing and land privatization, tax restructuring (28 percent VAT, later reduced to 14 percent), and a legal framework for the privatization of state enterprises. A ‘medium-term program of macroeconomic stabilization and systemic transformation’ was published in 1993, but government insolvency – total consumption between 1991 and 1992 declined by 44 percent as a result of the liberalization of prices and inflation – and the war in Abkhazia stymied its implementation. Between 1990 and 1995, there was a reduction in recorded real GDP of about 83 percent; agricultural output dropped 63 percent, accentuated by the loss of territory and disruption of transport and supplies. The fall in industrial production between 1990 and 1995 was 85.9 percent. The hardest hit industries were manufacturing (a 90 percent decline), light industry (a 96 percent decline), and fuel (a 97 percent decline). With almost no financial reserves and urgent expenditures for military defense – food supplies dwindled in February 1993 to four days reserves – the government drew on credit emissions forcing annual inflation up from 5 percent in 1990 to 15,607 percent in 1994.43 The Georgian coupon, introduced as a temporary currency in 1993 at a rate of $1 to 5,060 coupons, was by late 1994 officially exchanging at $1:2,400,000.

The loss of the Soviet social security system was traumatic. The streets of Tbilisi in the mid-1990s were full of internally displaced persons (IDPs), street children, and destitute pensioners selling their worldly goods. Banks were besieged by desperate crowds as savings were lost in pyramid scandals; bread rationing was introduced in 1993 for the first time since World War II to end chaotic breadlines that formed at 5 a.m. and culminated in fist fights as people ended up empty-handed. Unemployment officially remained low as enterprises maintained their labor forces on the books, but incomes crashed despite an attempt at indexation. If the minimum wage could buy 750 eggs in 1989, in 1993, it could buy one. Monthly pensions were equivalent to 9 kg of bread.44 The average wage in September 1994 was $12 (28,800,000 coupons), and by the end of 1994, the minimum wage was 1.2 percent of the official subsistence level. Cuts in supplies of electricity and heating led to the closure of schools and hospitals. Budget expenditures, particularly in the fields where it was needed most – social security, health, and education – evaporated as the government failed to extract revenue (in 1994, it collected tax revenue equivalent to 2.4 percent of GDP, one of the lowest rates in the world). Education dropped from 23 percent of budget expenditure in 1990 to 6 percent in 1994.45 By contrast, the military budget increased from 8 percent of budget expenditure in 1992 to 40 percent in 1994.46

The period 1991–4 was an agonizing period in Georgia’s transition. The government was saddled with an undisciplined and underpaid administration. The National Bank leadership carelessly dispensed credits to government favorites (1,280 billion rubles were issued from January to June 1993). Survival depended on kin, neighbors, unofficial and nonmonetary income, and the sale of household goods. Yet a forced economic decoupling from the state was taking place: in May 1994, 48.8 percent of family income already came from the private sector.47

Reform

The IMF has become the target of fierce criticism by its former supporters and benefactors. Criticism focuses on its rigid monetarist policies and on the overly hasty exposure of weak markets to global competition. European and US development organizations, like the IMF, had their own prescriptions and introduced contradictory regulatory regimes.48 When these plans failed, international experts, such as former Polish prime minister Leszek Balcerowicz who implemented shock therapy in Poland in the early 1990s, were brought in to sort things out (Balcerowicz was Shevardnadze’s presidential advisor in 2000, but with little result). In 1992, Georgia became the IMF’s 171st member, but it was not until late 1994 that the Georgian government, with IMF and World Bank backing, introduced an anticrisis program focused on financial and budgetary control. An IMF systemic transformation facility ($39.8 million), a stand-by arrangement ($98 million), and a three-part enhanced structural adjustment facility ($239 million) were added between 1994 and 1999. Yet these funds were frittered away. The IMF, for example, insisted on establishing agricultural taxes that Georgian farmers could not pay; in 1992, it demanded that Georgia stay in the ruble zone when Russia was refusing to issue rubles; and it promoted VAT in a country where there were no cash registers. The IMF emphasized a minimal state, when the real problem was an absent state and a weak private sector. Its reliance on government leaders to implement its reforms did nothing to generate popular support.

Yet international finance corporations were crucial to Georgia’s economic survival in the 1990s. Their loans and grants made up over half of Georgia’s budget. They helped restructure foreign debts, regulate commercial banks and end hyperinflation. Georgia was integrated into international financial bodies. It joined the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2000 and had established trade–economic agreements with over 20 states by 2003. The Georgian government promoted and successfully exploited Transport Corridor Europe–Caucasus–Asia (TRACECA) – a project initiated by the EU in 1993, designed to expand road and rail routes to the Far East across Caucasia and Central Asia. Vladimer Papava credits the IMF with introducing professional rules of behavior in the ministries.49

Between 1994 and 1998, Shevardnadze was the favorite of the West. By the mid-1990s, partnership with the IMF led to a belief that a new Asian Tiger was on its way. The end of the war in Abkhazia in 1994 helped establish reported GDP growth of 11.4 and 11.3 percent, respectively, in 1996 and 1997. The budget deficit was brought under control and a new stable currency, the lari, was introduced in October 1995. Inflation was brought down to 5.7 percent in 1997 and national bank reserves grew from $41 million in 1994 to $165 million in June 1996.50 Alongside these impressive figures came liberal laws on foreign trade and a new constitution in August 1995.
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President Shevardnadze encourages foreign investment.


Stagnation

The macroeconomic stabilization of 1994–8 did not translate into sustainable recovery. By 2003, Georgia was one of the least successful transition economies in the CIS. The reforms did not moderate the economy’s dependence on Russian energy imports; the state was unable to attract significant FDI or control its massive trade deficit. In 1998, foreign debt payments took up one-fourth of government revenues.51 Wage and pension arrears amounted to 38 million Georgian lari (GEL) ($23 million) equivalent to over three months of pension payments. A series of crises in 1998 – an assassination attempt on Shevardnadze in February, followed by kidnappings of UN representatives, conflict in Gali (Abkhazia), an attempted military ‘coup’ in western Georgia, a drought, and in August an economic crash in Russia – brought a sharp decline in Georgian GDP to 2.9 percent. The lari lost over 70 percent of its value.

Statistically, privatization was successful. The best results were in small retail units. By October 2000, privatization of small business was complete with 2,296 business organizations producing 14.5 percent of total industrial production. But privatization of middle and large enterprises stalled due to indebtedness. In 2000, 53 percent of total industrial production was still in state hands, and of 754,000 salaried employees, 614,000 still worked in the state sector.52 When shares were transferred to private individuals in middle and large enterprises – the majority shareholders were usually former factory directors – it improved neither management nor economic production. In 1998, the average use of capacity in middle and large enterprises was 10 percent. Privatization did not generate a tax-paying middle class, weaken monopolies, or create jobs, and many Georgians reverted to a subsistence economy in the villages. The most serious problem was tax collection. In a survey of tax inspectors in 1993, 64 percent agreed the tax system was the main impediment to business development in Georgia.53 The ‘simplified’ tax code of 1997, which included a 20 percent profit tax and VAT at 20 percent, was impossible to administer; its complexity was an invitation to tax avoidance. One economist calculated that if businesses honestly paid their taxes and loans, it would equal 112–15 percent of their income.54

In 1998, tax shortfalls pushed Georgia into a major budgetary crisis; in the first eight months of 1998, state budget revenues were one-fourth less than planned, and 12 percent down on the previous year.55 Pensions and public-sector salaries were delayed six months. The IMF reforms had brought rapid growth, but they had enriched only a small part of society. The IMF’s own figures suggested that in 1999, 60 percent of Georgians lived below the poverty line.56 GDP growth after 1998, despite more reform in the banking sector (higher capitalization levels), an easing of licensing and registration for businesses, the privatization of electricity generation and distribution, and the creation of a primitive land market, went into rapid decline. Without the Baku–Supsa oil pipeline, completed in 2002, and construction of the BTC oil pipeline, things would have been immeasurably worse.

The Georgian economy was sinking. Incomes in 2002 were 40 percent of 1991 levels, foreign debt was $1,753.2 million, or 53 percent of GDP and FDI at $145.8 million was one of the smallest in the CIS. The trade deficit was widening, with imports double the value of exports. The state budget required sequesters every year – 25 percent of the 2002 central budget was deficit financed – and threats of presidential impeachment hung in the air. In Tbilisi – the most prosperous city in the country – 40 percent of the population, as measured by recommended calorie intakes, was improperly nourished. In 1999, the Georgian government spent $11.6 per capita on education and $4.1 on health, compared to $190.9 and $361.1 in the Czech republic, and $22.4 and $8.0 in Yemen. This was the lowest in the CIS, barring Tajikistan.57

Acceleration

In August 2006, President Saakashvili assured his compatriots that ‘we live in an absolutely different country now’.58 This is quite true: in 2010, 77 percent of the Georgian workforce was employed in the private sector. This represents a complete turnaround from a decade ago. Georgia’s foreign debt declined from 44.9 percent of GDP in 2003 to 16.8 percent in 2007 (in 2010, it was back to 38 percent). A new tax code, laws on land and business privatization, and on property ownership, gave legal business more opportunities.59 There has been a revolutionary reversal in the budget, and expenditure from a miserly 16 percent of GDP in 2004 almost doubled to 28 percent in 2008. Trade has expanded in all spheres and foreign investment in 2006–7 reached record highs. Almost $1.14 billion was invested in 2006, 2.5 times the 2005 figure. In 2007, at its peak, FDI was just over $2 billion. Strolling down Tbilisi’s streets, watching cranes demolish old bazaars and swing new apartment blocks and hotels into being, the physical transformation was astounding.

In contrast to economic renewal in Tbilisi, the picture is dismal elsewhere. Batumi, despite the construction of impressive hotels on the quayside, is not a prosperous city; much of its population remains underpaid or unemployed. In the vineyards of Kakheti, credit, pesticides, and a solid infrastructure – such as irrigation – are out of reach for most farmers as bank loan officers rate agriculture as high risk. An indication of the chasm between Tbilisi and the rest is total retail sales: 80 percent take place in Tbilisi.60 The Georgian economy, despite progress in budgetary discipline and revenue collection, and growth in financial services, telecommunications, and construction, shows little sign of raising the majority of its population out of poverty. In 2006, poverty was set at 71.6 GEL per capita ($43). An unrealistically low measure, officially it put 38.5 percent of the population on or below the poverty line.61

Saakashvili’s economic miracle needs perspective. GDP growth increased from 5.5 percent in 2002 to 12.4 percent in 2007, but that year Georgian GDP was still 61 percent of 1989 levels, well behind Armenian and Azerbaijan at 137 and 159 percent, respectively.62 Georgia was the worst performer among transition countries with the exception of Moldova. The World Bank reported a per capita GDP of $2621 in current US$ in 2010, which puts Georgia between Iraq and Egypt.63 Official unemployment of over 16 percent is higher than the official 6–12 percent rates of Azerbaijan and Armenia. Raising pensions from an average 14 GEL ($8.5) in 2003 to 100 GEL ($60.5) in 2010, is laudable, but they remain among the lowest in the CIS in real terms. The minimal cost of living in Georgia in 2010 was estimated at 130 GEL (a miserly $78). If demographic trends continue, by 2025 people over 65 will constitute 18 percent of the population, a heavy burden on public spending and growth even with a low level of benefits.

The August 2008 war and the global crisis revealed major structural problems. Georgia’s economic collapse between 1991 and 2003 led to the flight of almost one million emigrants, one-fifth of Georgia’s population, many urban and skilled. Despite remittances estimated at 5 percent of GDP (as high as 10 percent if unofficial remittances are included), emigration has meant the proportion of the population over 65 has increased to 14.7 percent (in 2007), an age-group that, proportionately, has the largest share of the employed population. This illustrates the inadequacies of the welfare system, but, more seriously, disparity between a growing ‘retiree’ population and a shrinking tax-paying working population.64 Tax collection has risen – tax revenues in 2008 were 30 percent of GDP compared to 14.5 percent in 2003 – but despite a credit boom in 2005–7 (the volume of commercial bank credits issued in 2005 increased by 69 percent over the previous year), small and medium enterprises (SME) are still hampered by the high price of borrowing. In 2008, according to the World Bank/IFC enterprise survey, 26.9 percent of Georgian firms seeking credit made formal applications, whereas over 60 percent relied on internal funds.65 In 2009, a survey of 500 SMEs revealed that 94 percent had no contact with potential investors, and most had no idea where to look.66 Credits are not equally available for all sectors, and in 2008, average rates for business loans stood at 20–30 percent compared to 5–10 percent in Western Europe. The reality is that the Georgian government’s version of liberal economics, including an almost total absence of government support for small businesses, has led to a decline in SME growth and, as a result, weak prospects for job expansion.

The population is surprisingly optimistic about the future despite a real unemployment rate in 2010 of around 60 percent (when the self-employed rural population, the unregistered unemployed, and women no longer seeking work are included).67 This figure ignores the million or so who have left the country to find work. These are powerful social issues that complicate the tasks of state and democracy building. The mass protests against the Saakashvili administration in November 2007, which led to snap presidential elections in January 2008, were due to the government’s economic and social failures. Saakashvili responded with a promise to end poverty. A new five-year program, United Georgia without Poverty, was passed by parliament in January 2008, but it was a fantastic projection based on budget surpluses, FDI at 10 percent of GDP, successful special industrial zones, and the conversion of Georgia into an international finance center. The program contained far-fetched targets of 200,000 new jobs, 200 new agricultural processing factories, and the halving of poverty within five years. A 50-day action plan followed with a $500-million Eurobond issue (to be spent on what was unclear), a proposed law that would allow for the dismissal of the president of the National Bank once inflation hit a certain level (enacted but soon repealed), and further tax exemptions for foreign firms.68

Growth, it was claimed, would kill poverty, but within months this was shown to be a fairy tale. State budgets were slashed, including spending on the military (cut by 52 percent between 2008 and 2011).69 The Georgian government provides targeted assistance, including electricity and gas vouchers, food assistance, and free fuel to farmers. Social transfers, including pensions, reach 57.8 percent of the population. Rising incomes are evident, and the improved provision of public services like electricity and heating improves all people’s lives. The government (and the Tbilisi Mayor’s Office) has instituted a number of job creation and training programs, but they have had no impact on unemployment. Vocational education centers, a promising reform introduced as part of the government’s educational reform, remain underfunded and provide no prospect of a job. The 2006 Labor Code, which promised job creation through a drastic weakening of labor regulations, failed, and income tax increases that same year (from 12 percent to 25 percent although later reduced to 20 percent) hardly helped those struggling at the edge of poverty.70 The cheap credit program introduced in 2008–9 turned out not to be so cheap after all.71 The government’s emphasis on FDI has meant serious neglect of domestic Georgian producers, which may explain, in part, why imports were four times higher than exports in 2010–11.


TABLE 4. Economy’s Main Indicators, 1990–2009
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CORRUPTION

Corruption is like the world’s oldest profession – you can reduce it but not eliminate it. It has multiple forms, from embezzlement and abuse of political office to electoral fraud and nepotism.72 Its rise during periods of democratization in post-communist systems is well documented. In post-Soviet Georgia, corruption is a colorful adventure with minor hazard for the tourist, but for Georgians it can be both a cushion against shortages and an obstacle to success. Corruption has been the rhyme and rhythm of Georgian life over many decades, and Georgians are accomplices as well as victims.73 Badly paid bureaucrats, unreliable laws, and the country’s role as a transit territory, combined with Georgia’s obscure language and strong sense of cultural solidarity, have always facilitated commercial exchange out of reach of the imperial authorities. Eduard Shevardnadze’s appointment as first secretary of the Georgian Communist party in 1972 was designed to tackle this, but his anticorruption campaign could make no impact without challenging the system.

In market systems, corruption undermines the normal functioning of economic institutions. But in Soviet Georgia (and the rest of the USSR), it stabilized the system by getting needed goods to consumers.74 Cheating on the Soviet state was not seen as unethical, and its euphemistic vocabulary had no moralistic overtones.75 But in independent Georgia, corruption’s visibility combined with extremes of wealth and privilege transformed it into a moral catastrophe. If in Soviet Georgia corruption contributed to economic efficiency and political apathy, in post-Soviet Georgia it undermined reform and threatened national security.76 It undercut the state’s ability to collect revenues, pay its public servants, and govern its territories. National minorities, who lived cheek by jowl with corrupt Georgian customs officers and policemen, lost trust in Georgian public institutions. Georgia’s image as a weak and corrupt state discouraged FDI and diminished foreign support. In 2003, Shevardnadze’s last year in office, Georgia was seventh from bottom of 133 countries on Transparency International’s (TI) Corruption Perception Index.77

Corruption in post-communist states is largely a structural problem, connected to weak institutions and poverty. Economic transformation and privatization add to the opportunities for dishonesty. Corruption overwhelmed Shevardnadze’s regime. It lost its capacity to govern. Uncontrolled borders led to massive smuggling from the secessionist territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, and the opaque machinery of Georgia’s tax administration provided massive opportunities for fraud. A weak civil society, low popular participation, and ineffectual political parties undermined effective monitoring. Georgian values of honor and shame prevented whistle-blowing.

As long as public employees were forced to divert government revenues for ersatz salaries, health care and education costs, the rise of a civic-minded middle class was unlikely. Government elites were fully complicit, and the loyalty of the army depended largely on its ability to steal from the state.78 The three institutions assigned anticorruption functions – the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the Ministry of State Security, and the Procurator General’s Office (as it was then called) – were themselves the greatest offenders. Employees of the Ministries of Internal Affairs and State Security, free of financial and political oversight, were involved in the ‘war economies’ of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. They cooperated with their Russian counterparts and criminal networks to control drug flows and trafficking across Georgia’s borders. Six out of nine sources of income for the Ministry of Internal Affairs were regulated by internal rules, not legislation or presidential decree.79

Shevardnadze publicly fought corruption. Georgia passed the highest number of anticorruption measures in the CIS between 1998 and 2002 and signed the Council of Europe’s Criminal Law and Civil Law Conventions on Corruption. In 1996, an anticorruption parliamentary commission was created; in 2000, an Anti-Corruption National Program followed. In 2002, a presidential advisory body – the Anti-Corruption Policy Coordination Council – was established along with a new Anti-Corruption Bureau.80 In 2003, The Law of Georgia On Facilitating the Prevention of Illicit Income Legalization, designed to prevent public servants taking private sector jobs or remuneration, was passed. The Anti-Corruption National Program demanded transparency in the budgetary system, in tax collection, and state procurement. It called for decent pay for civil servants, NGO and public involvement in monitoring corruption, an end to tax loopholes and immunities, and reductions in licensing laws and proper punishments for those apprehended.81 Implementation was nonexistent. There was no central database of corruption cases to draw upon, financial declarations of public officials were not checked, prosecutors’ abysmal pay remained unchanged, and prosecutions for corruption were minimal. Between 1997 and 2000, three cases of corruption were dealt with by the Supreme Court.82 There was no public involvement in monitoring corruption, no hotlines, no witness protection programs, and no safeguards for whistle-blowers.83 Without better salaries and conditions, public shaming of perpetrators, and simplification of taxes and licensing, Shevardnadze’s campaigns were doomed. Even honest tax-paying citizens could not function without the illegal economy; the whole economy was ‘black’.

One of President Saakashvili’s successes is the netting of corrupt ministers, MPs, Tax and Customs Department heads, judges, and millionaires. The government’s anticorruption strategy, outlined in a presidential decree in June 2005, stressed reform of the police and judiciary, a reduced state sector, a reformed tax code, transparency in budgetary and public procurement, and tougher legislation, including revision of the Criminal Code. Its results were spectacular. Between 2002 and 2005, the percentage of Georgian firms reporting frequent bribery to government officials was reduced from 38 percent to 8 percent.84

The diminution of tax evasion, the successful introduction of merit-based national examinations, and the removal of corrupt personnel suggest that long-standing behavior termed ‘cultural’ can be modified. But the government’s success is undermined by questionable legal actions, which in the end may lose the battle. Raids by masked tax policemen, arrests of businessmen without proper process, confiscation of business assets that are funneled into the coffers of the ruling party, sackings of whole departments, and favoritism in appointments and privatization tenders undermine business confidence. Sacking the entire traffic police department was dramatic but unethical. Setting up secret funds such as the Ministry of Defence’s Georgian Army Development Fund (closed in 2006 under EU pressure) raises popular suspicion of stashed hordes, especially given the funds frequently came from allegedly corrupt officials and businessmen buying their freedom. Selective expulsion of opposition MPs from parliament for running businesses suggests the old favoritism is at work.85 Reduced transparency in the ministries (inspector generals responsible for auditing ministerial spending are subordinate to ministers), and ineffective oversight from parliament, limits cooperation with the media and civil society groups; government scandals without full disclosure undermine popular trust. Often termed ‘elite corruption’, it is not so much cash in pockets, but a system of rewards and privileges; it is the plush lining inside an official’s suit, or the wink to a favored entrepreneur. It is hard to prove ‘elite corruption’ especially when there are so few cases taken up by the chief procurator, but in a 2007 survey, 74.8 percent of respondents believed there was corruption in governing circles.86 Privatization has removed the state from many transactions, but private companies now involved in licensing or fee collection are often connected with top state officials, and high legal fees in many cases substitute for bribes. Leading government officials, as in the Shevardnadze era, have become extraordinarily rich, well beyond their designated salaries.

Saakashvili has demonstrated the importance of political will and state capacity, but clean government cannot be guaranteed by the government alone. Structural changes aimed at corruption must be accompanied by popular and institutional controls, including an independent parliament and an impartial judiciary. Without public backing, the government’s anticorruption campaign will falter. The public defender in his December 2008 report to parliament suggests it already has. Businesses, he argued, has no defense against the power of the Georgian state.87 A tax ombudsman was appointed in 2011, but a good business environment – vital to attracting FDI and Georgian businessmen in the Diaspora – needs much more than that. First, there needs to be a proper separation between business and government, and second, an independent judiciary. As long as the judiciary is perceived as pro-government, every businessman will believe he is ‘jailable’ on any technicality. The disproportionate number of government audits and illegal pressures for revenues is a sure way to undermine domestic investment.

PRIVATIZATION

Privatization in Georgia followed Western guidelines, including joint-stock companies, auctions, competitive tenders, direct sales, and vouchers. Despite a plan to privatize in stages, from the small enterprises to large energy and communications monopolies, the process under Shevardnadze was haphazard. It lacked a proper legislative framework and supportive institutions including independent courts and a stock exchange. Criminal networks bought state assets at fire-sale prices and criminalized both Georgia’s economy and the state. Embezzlement went unchecked, usually involving collusion with officials in the Ministry of State Property and Management. Employees, who under Soviet legislation in 1989 had been granted lease-purchase rights of their enterprises, were squeezed out.

Throughout the Shevardnadze period, prices of enterprises were undervalued. In July 1997, for example, shares of 266 enterprises with a nominal value of $86 million were sold for $3.25 million (5.4 million GEL), considerably less than the official book value.88 Banks swallowed up enterprises in return for credits to the government. Contracts promising investment were unheeded and fines by the state not imposed; local government officials illegally sold leased land, dead souls were enlisted to buy privatization vouchers, nonguaranteed loans were paid to companies from the proceeds of privatization, and tenders were unannounced. Information on auctions and competitions was controlled by insiders.

Privatization was impressive on paper: by 1996, 7,100 enterprises had been privatized, and 75–80 percent of GDP was officially produced by private firms. The state economy was shaken up and property relations transformed. Yet Georgia ended up with state-subsidized private monopolies led by former Soviet managers or state officials. By 1998, 900 of 1,250 medium and large-scale enterprises had been privatized, but the majority of their stocks remained unsold and in the state’s possession. Voucherization left 80 percent of capital stock in state hands.89 Privatization did not lead to the expected revenues. The Parliamentary Budget Office reported that in 2000, the privatization of 41 health care establishments was expected to bring the government $1.6 million. The budget received $447,000 or 29 percent of expected returns.90

Revenues for the national budget and ownership by the wider public were not achieved. Even if the new owners wished to go beyond asset stripping – and very few were intent on investment for the long term – they could not raise the financial wherewithal. Of the 15,000 private enterprises in 2001, 45 percent were idle, many of them indebted and unable to pay their obligations to their employees or the state. The situation was worse among large-scale enterprises whose huge debts were unattractive to investors. Most of them remained in the hands of former directors who bought stocks at special auctions at rock-bottom prices, depriving the state of revenue. Between 1998 and 2000, the state sold joint-stock company shares worth approximately $98.7 million but received only $3.8 million, or 3.9 percent of value.91 New shareholders were not obligated to conduct any restructuring or investment and in many cases bought enterprises for the land and buildings. Enterprises were often quickly resold. The Chiatura Manganese Works was sold twice under Shevardnadze to foreign firms but finally ended up in state hands. In 2000, only 53 of 250 joint-stock companies fully or partially in government hands made a profit. These profits were deliberately underestimated, or not paid to the Ministry of Finance, as required.92 Such mishandling of state property, including extraordinarily low receipts from leasing – only 68,000 GEL was received in 2000 from leased state property – indicated corruption on an enormous scale.

Saakashvili’s government accelerated the privatization process and claimed that sales from 2 percent of government assets between 2004 and 2005 brought in more funds than the entire previous nine years.93 The Ministry of Economic Development established a spiffy new website and promised to sell off remaining state assets within 18 months. Everything was for sale – if it could be sold – from power plants to ski resorts, and manganese mines to publishing houses. The new government wanted to erase the appalling record of privatization exemplified by the failure of the American giant, AES, to tame the Georgian electricity market (AES sold out to the Russian RAO UES in 2003). But the record is mixed. Privatization plans are frequently rushed; personnel and institutions are not prepared for radical changes (privatization of the health care system in 2007 was a good example), and are minimally consulted. The government-run auctions and the rules of competitive bidding designed to maximize returns remain opaque; the rules are broken, and the tenders often fixed. The government only loosely monitors companies after the sale to ensure contractual obligations are fulfilled. The president exerts unilateral power over direct sales by decree. The decrees are often vague and arbitrary, and award assets to individuals, including Constitutional Court judges and policemen, without explanation.94 At times, the Ministry of Economic Development will sell without tenders or competition. Confused buyers from Italy, Turkey, and the United States complain in international courts, as they did under Shevardnadze, of Georgia’s unfair conduct of sales. The Ocean Shipping Company, the nation’s merchant fleet, was sold on three separate occasions and Tbilisi Water was sold to a firm, Multiplex Solutions, without consulting either the public or local water experts, and for an unexpectedly low price.95 Almost nothing was known about the purchasers, a pattern that can jeopardize national security if the asset is of national significance. Companies winning tenders are often formed a few days before a privatization competition is announced. There are budgetary gains to privatization (15 percent of the 2007 budget was covered by privatization sales), but it is a short-term strategy, and the sales so far, such as the government scheme to privatize hospitals (most ended up in the hands of three major pharmaceutical companies with ties to the government), have stimulated public distrust, not domestic investment or jobs.
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For sale: the Institute of Marxism-Leninism.


THE LABOR MARKET

One of the great drawbacks to an effective economy in Georgia is the disarray in the labor market. Georgia’s market ‘transition’ has been characterized by de-skilling, labor migration abroad, and patterns of prolonged unemployment. In 2007, the OECD estimated two-thirds of the unemployed had been out of work over a year.96 Georgia’s labor market is characterized by wide inequalities between rural and urban populations, and between Tbilisi and the rest. Promises by the president in August 2006 to halve unemployment by 2009 proved empty. The weak private sector is not filling the gap. Since 2003, the number of registered employed has decreased, but by 2006 the number of unemployed per vacancy had doubled from 33 to 66.97 The public sector has more salaried workers than the private sector, but overall, of the 1,965,000 labor force, in 2009 barely one-third received salaries, the rest were ‘self-employed’.98 Labor distribution is skewed by poverty, forcing the majority of pensioners to work (45 percent in 2004). The Georgian economy, based on present trends, does not have the capacity to generate employment for the majority of university graduates, especially given the government’s rejection of employment services. In 2007, those with higher education represented 42.3 percent of all unemployed.

The Georgian government uses two definitions of employment: an International Labour Organization (ILO) standard that defines anyone above 15 who works at least one hour during the week, and a stipulation in the Georgian Law on Employment that defines any rural dweller and family member who works one hectare of land.99 Accordingly, 75 percent of the rural population makes up 90 percent of Georgia’s entire self-employed workforce. Without this sleight of hand, Georgian unemployment figures would be over 50 percent. In Tbilisi, where the classification of farmers as ‘self-employed’ is not possible, official unemployment is 30.1 percent (2010). In a September 2011 survey by the National Democratic Institute for International Affairs (NDI), 67 percent of the population considered themselves unemployed.100

High rural employment is a result of statistical manipulation, but also reflects the need of most pensioners on a flat pension of 100 GEL to work. In reality, of the 70 percent above 65 who are ‘employed’ in rural areas,101 most are small farmers living at subsistence level. The majority of the village population is either underemployed or inactive for long periods during the year. The definition of ‘employment’ has inequitable consequences: unemployed rural inhabitants defined as employed do not pay social taxes but are deprived of state benefits. Their absence from the unemployment rolls improves Georgia’s economic image and relieves pressure on the budget, but does nothing to address the economic and social problems in the countryside.

Changing employment definitions increased the agricultural share of official total employment from 26 percent in 1990 to 54.3 percent in 2005.102 The doubling of agriculture’s share of total employment along with a massive decrease in employment rates among the urban and educated Georgian workforce contrasts strongly with Poland, a country with a traditionally large rural workforce where only 19 percent are employed in rural occupations. Unemployment is particularly high among Georgian youth. Among the age groups of 20–24 and 25–29, the rate is more than twice the national average.103 In 2005, 39.6 percent of registered unemployed females and 38.4 percent of unemployed males had completed higher education. In 2010, fully 81 percent of the unemployed had secondary or higher education.104 This would be a serious problem for any government, and it is no surprise that the ranks of antigovernment protestors in November 2007 were filled with youth.

High unemployment is not mitigated by a dynamic job-producing private sector. Growth areas (before 2008), like financial services, construction, and energy, are not high employment sectors. Wages increased significantly in the private sector between 2003 and 2008, but the minimum wage of 20 GEL ($12) for private employees and 115 GEL ($70) for public sector employees is extraordinarily low. Employees with benefits and contractual protections are a rarity. Manufacturing industries, now predominantly in private hands, employ 5.1 percent of hired employees; less than half of these have any form of labor contract. The second economy varies considerably across economic sectors, but in 2010 it was estimated at 25–35 percent of GDP. Around a third of the Georgian labor force depends on it for first or second incomes. It is an important safety net but detrimental to institutional development, secure employment, and civic activity. Those who derive a primary income from the informal sector are employed predominantly in agriculture (35.2 percent) and in trade or repairs (38.1 percent), and work for the most part either at home or in the bazaars and markets.105 The major features of Georgia’s labor market – low incomes, high unemployment, weak social and health supports, and absent labor protections – are a barrier to Georgia’s domestic growth and political stability. The dangers for the Saakashvili government are plain.

MIGRATION

Throughout the twentieth century, Georgians have experienced major demographic changes as a result of war, industrialization, collectivization, the purges, deportations, and immigration from neighboring republics. Immigrants from Russia and Ukraine tripled in Georgia between 1926 and 1939, and 6 percent of the Georgian population (approximately 220,000) was lost during World War II.106 Internal migration from the 1930s transformed predominantly rural Georgians into an ‘urban’ majority by 1989 (55.4 percent at its peak). Migration from the mountains, wars in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, and the increasing impact of natural disasters have created major internal displacement in Georgia over the last two decades. But despite patterns of forced displacement and incentives to leave Georgia for better salaries and jobs in Russia, Ukraine, and Siberia, most Georgians in the Soviet period stayed home. In the 1950s, non-Georgians began to leave the republic, and Georgia reversed its status as a country of net immigration to one of net out-migration. After the 1940s, the Georgian population increased in the republic every decade, from 64.3 percent in 1959 to 70.1 percent in 1989, and 80.1 percent in 2002.107

In the desperate 1990s, Georgia was a labor-exporting state. Between 1989 and January 2002 – the date of the first post-Soviet census – the Georgian population declined from 5,456,100 to 4,452,100 – a decrease of 16 percent. According to the UN population fund, at this rate, Georgians living in the republic could number 2.5 million in 2050.108 This recalls the dramatic population decline between 1914 and 1921 due to war and revolution. In the 1990s, the decrease was in part due to falling birth rates, which halved between 1990 and 2004. There was a 40 percent drop in registered marriages – increased mortality rates (between 2001 and 2004, suicide rates among men doubled), and the loss of populations in Abkhazia and South Ossetia.109 However, the vast majority of the decline was due to out-migration.

In the first half of the 1990s, a disproportionate number of emigrants were non-Georgians – in 1992, 60 percent of the total out-migration were Slavs, many of them military personnel and their families.110 Surveys measuring people’s intention to emigrate showed a consistently greater desire among non-Georgians. In 1998, 16.7 percent of them compared to 8.5 percent Georgians declared their intention to leave the country. Non-Georgians were more likely to leave permanently – 58.3 percent of their (extended) family members had left between 1991 and 2000 compared to 19 percent of Georgians. Greek and Ossetian communities in Georgia were decimated by emigration, especially in the conflict zones. Departures for an ‘uncertain term’ showed a different pattern. In this case, more Georgians (34.9 percent) compared to non-Georgians (26.2 percent) left for work abroad. Armenians showed the greatest ambivalence about remaining in Georgia: in one survey, 46 percent of Armenians in Akhalkalaki District declared they would like to emigrate and 81 percent claimed they knew of friends and acquaintances thinking about emigration.111 However, Georgians are equally frustrated; ethnic Georgians seeking work abroad are the greatest drain on the labor force. By 2002, Georgians made up 60 percent of all emigrants.112

The primary reason for departure in the 1990s was economic. In a 2001 survey, of 14 reasons listed for emigration, all – non-Georgians and Georgians – agreed on the first five. These were unemployment, decrease in living standards, the impossibility to realize one’s talents, lack of confidence in the future, and the political crisis. For non-Georgians, the least important were religious persecution, inability to learn the state language, and obstacles to cultural needs.113 Once people made up their mind to leave, just over 60 percent of them – whether departing permanently or temporarily – ended up in the Russian Federation, the remainder found work in Ukraine, Greece, Armenia, and Israel, in that order. Irregular emigrants, who pay large sums to illegal traffickers, were attracted to Greece, the United States, and Turkey.114 More national minorities (50.5 percent compared to 31 percent Georgians) left for Russia and more Georgians (19.5 percent compared to 9 percent national minorities) left for the United States.

Official figures of international migration do not include irregular and illegal emigration. Net emigration has diminished in recent years – only 20,000 in 2006 – as a result of better economic growth at home, a reduction in crime, restrictions on immigration by other countries, better information on the difficulties of life abroad, and a decreasing pool of potential emigrants. Those that could leave had done so by the early 2000s. Yet the International Organization for Migration (IOM) reported in 2008 that there were 10.8 migrants per 1,000 population in Georgia with women making up 37.4 percent. This makes Georgia the highest net migration country in the CIS after Kazakhstan.115

Out-migration diminishes employment pressures at home and helps the economy through remittances from abroad. In 2006, a European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) survey suggested Georgians sent home $418 million, an increase of over 100 percent since 2003, with up to one million families benefiting. Over one-third of the remittances came from Russia and 85 percent was spent on daily needs.116 Yet migration is a serious loss of working skills for Georgia, and is devastating to the rural economy.117 It may deprive families of their main breadwinner (an estimated 20–26 percent of Georgians living abroad do not send remittances), increasing poverty at home. Returning migrants often find it difficult to adjust and secure employment. The large number of non-Georgian emigrants is an important safety valve for dissatisfied minorities, yet emigrants are in most cases poorly paid, their jobs unstable and frequently illegal. Their departure may lead to Georgians, or other groups moving in to empty villages – as in Tsalka district – a potential source of conflict. The biggest categories of work abroad are domestic for women and construction for men. The potential gain of workers returning to Georgia with new skills (language is usually the only new skill acquired) is outweighed by the loss of well-qualified specialists and students. Added skills are unlikely when so many emigrants are irregular, and much of the revenue benefit to the Georgian treasury is lost. The Georgian government has no bilateral agreements on migration with other states, and its emigration law (1993) needs reformulating to protect the rights of its working citizens abroad.118

There are other impacts on the economy: the 2002 census showed a fall in the urban population from 55.4 percent to 52.3 percent, with cities like industrial Rustavi losing 26.8 percent of its population since 1989. The average age of the Georgian population has increased from 33.6 to 36.1, and between 1995 and 2002 the population over 65 increased from 11.5 percent to 14.1 percent.119 While not all of this can be attributed to emigration, it adds to demographic trends that will make economic recovery more difficult. Younger, skilled, and educated emigrants are unlikely to return.

WOMEN IN THE ECONOMY

In September 1994, the Georgian parliament ratified the UN Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women. In 1995, it signed up to the Beijing Platform of action, a five-year plan to advance and empower women. Despite such commitments – echoed in Georgia’s constitution and legislation – and the emergence of a Western-educated generation of young leaders, patriarchal traditions and weak enforcement of antidiscrimination laws undermine women’s equality at all levels. Gender inequality in Georgia is a social and economic problem that hinders economic growth, democracy building, and the integration of national minorities. Institutional discrimination against women means a loss of skills, and a disruption of social capital. The 2006 Labor Code, which makes it harder for working and pregnant mothers to keep their jobs, is an example of poor policy making, and ineffective use of human capital. Legally, the list of potential protections for women is impressive: a Public Defender’s Office with the writ to protect women’s rights (including a special commissioner), three presidentially decreed national plans for the advancement of women since 1995 (the latest was the State Concept on Gender Equality passed by parliament in 2006), educational programs and funding of women’s NGOs by international organizations, and the establishment of an Advisory Council on Gender Equality in 2004. Yet the feminization of low-paid labor, unequal family roles, and unbalanced representation in decision-making positions persist. Any serious attempt to change this requires specific antidiscrimination legislation and support for female business leaders, something the current government ignores. The population’s attitudes to these issues are complex, dependent in many cases on urban, ethnic, or educational differences. In a 2008 survey, women often expressed traditional views about their own role (64.7 percent agreed ideally men should work while women run the house), yet they could also be modern and assertive (only 37.2 percent of women agreed men should receive preference at work, compared to 55.1 percent of men). Many Georgian women see inequality as customary, but in other instances as unjust, an indication of the confusing transition Georgia is experiencing.120

Georgian women have improved their visibility in decision-making positions since 2004. Shevardnadze’s cabinet had at most two female ministers (environmental protection and culture); under Saakashvili in 2004–5, it was five, including a foreign minister (in the August 2011 cabinet, it was three – corrections and legal assistance, economy and sustainable development, and a state minister for reintegration). Female parliamentary representation is poor, between 6 percent and 8 percent through the 1990s, peaking at 10.4 percent in 2004, but back to 6 percent in 2008. Although women contribute a third of the parties’ membership, no more than 9 percent of female party members could be considered decision-makers.121 However, women lead some of the 15 parliamentary committees, although a legislative committee on gender issues is still absent, and only one woman in 2011 occupied a committee chair. Women are in high-level staffing positions in the presidential administration (there were 62 women to 75 men in the presidential administration in 2005).122 In local government, in the 1990s, women never made up more than 15 percent of elected officials, although in the 2006 local elections a fourth of the sakrebulo seats were won by women in some municipalities. However, no women were elected mayors or governors (gamgebeli).123 Women are more active in the third sector where they outnumber men. Almost two-thirds of NGOs are headed by women, and approximately 70 NGOs are devoted to women’s issues (although few of them could be described as ‘feminist’). Yet vertical segregation remains the pattern in almost every profession; the higher you go, the fewer women you encounter.124 A 2009 survey revealed that 72 percent of Georgia’s highest earners were men.125

Shota Rustaveli’s aphorism, cited often by Georgians, that ‘a lion cub is a lion cub, whether male or female’ reflects a popular belief that women deserve education as much as men. Formal educational equality was enforced by the Soviet Union and led to a massive increase of qualified women in the labor force. Yet surveys suggest Georgian parents still give educational priority to boys. This has not prevented young women in the independence period from overtaking men at every educational level. In 2007–8, they made up 56.5 percent of university entrants at the bachelor’s level, and 67.5 percent at the doctoral level.126 This is in part because of male migration and the preponderance of women among younger cohorts. But women outnumber men among university professors too (54.9 percent), although only 9 out of 135 members of the Academy of Sciences are women.127 The positive Soviet legacy that left high female representation in the professions also feminized lower-paid jobs in teaching, nursing, and social and secretarial work. This has not changed. Women still predominate in the lower-paid service industries, in education and health professions.128

Structural adjustment, privatization, and deregulation are not ‘gender-neutral’. It has disproportionately affected women who make up majorities among unskilled production workers in food processing and textiles, and in the public sector. Among professionals, in 1998, officially 63 percent of women were unemployed compared to 37 percent men; among clerks, the figures were 82 percent versus 18 percent. One quarter of employed women worked part-time and 81.3 percent of all working women were employed in agriculture where there is no labor regulation.129 In 2007, average wages for women were 211.2 GEL ($127.85) compared to 320.9 GEL ($194.25) for men; this is the pattern in every branch of the economy, private and public, and among self-employed.130 The end to publicly supported day care has prevented many women from reentering the labor force. In 2004, 44 percent of women compared to 26 percent of men were not in the labor force at all, or were employed in the informal sector where they were vulnerable to unfair labor practices.131 Educational levels have a stronger correlation with poverty than with gender – but female groups, such as single mothers, divorced women, and widows, fall into the poorest and most vulnerable groups, and are the most likely to apply for state assistance. 

Women have found nontraditional niches for work – as shuttle traders, street vendors, and domestics. The number of female entrepreneurs, despite cultural obstacles that begin in the home, is growing, and one-fourth of economic units, mostly in trade and public services, have been privatized by women. There is an Association of Georgian Women Entrepreneurs. Such work has transformed many women into family breadwinners, challenging traditional social roles. This, along with the misery of poverty, has caused significant tensions and adds to cases of domestic violence. Positively, a Law on Elimination of Domestic Violence and Assistance to Victims was introduced in 2006 that made domestic violence a legal term for the first time. To date, there are only two shelters for battered women in Tbilisi.

Open borders and Georgia’s importance as a transit for European–Asian trade add to two other issues that afflict Georgian women – trafficking and prostitution. Run by criminal networks and travel firms, IDPs, students, and unemployed women are the most vulnerable to trafficking: in Georgia 87 percent of trafficked persons are women and 60 percent are under 30.132 After the US State Department condemned Georgia for taking no measures to prevent trafficking – demoting it to the bottom ‘tier three’ of noncompliant countries – President Shevardnadze introduced an antitrafficking decree in January 2003, which included the creation of a special unit in the Ministry of Internal Affairs to tackle the problem. In 2006, a Law on Fighting Human Trafficking increased the criminal sanctions against traffickers.

HEALTH AND EDUCATION

One of the most serious threats to long-term growth in Georgia is deteriorating human capital as a result of unequal access to health care, inadequate education, and poor-quality social services. The social benefits offered by the USSR were inefficient, inadequate, and overrated. Both health care and education were riddled with corruption and inequalities, and the resource-intensive Soviet health system (in terms of beds and personnel) experienced declining expenditures in the 1980s. Yet in 1985, the state was spending $95.5 per capita on health.133 For ordinary Georgians, the deterioration since 1991 has been catastrophic. Shevardnadze lost public support among voters largely because of his failure to ensure elementary medical support, adequate pensions, and jobs. Saakashvili’s reforms have introduced higher wages for public employees and raised pensions, but have not significantly improved health or social security. The government’s anti-poverty program focuses on growth and targeted social programs, but it has a mountain to climb, with revenues declining and welfare needs increasing. An inability to provide social and economic security for the state’s citizens is a major political problem for Saakashvili.

Unemployment is tied to Georgia’s health crisis; it brings additional costs such as mental health issues, drug abuse, and alcoholism (on which the government spends practically nothing). In the 1990s, an empty treasury, poorly designed reforms, and civil conflict devastated the health-care system. At the height of the civil war in the early 1990s, 80–90 percent of hospital beds were occupied by IDPs. International organizations were vital in sustaining basic state services. In 1995, working closely with the IMF and World Bank, the Georgian government promoted privatization and social insurance as an alternative to a broken state system. It established three new institutions: the state medical insurance company (for medical costs of the needy), the United Social Welfare Fund (for pensions), and the United Employment Fund (for unemployment benefits). Supported by a new system of payroll and employee taxes, the system was based on unrealistic assumptions about the level of formal employment, and immediately ran into financial problems. It was a budgetary fancy, especially given the large category of self-employed not required to pay social taxes.134


TABLE 5. Basic Health and Education Indicators, 1995–2009
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Sources: World Development Indicators, the World Bank, http://databank.worldbank.org/ddp/home.do; The National Statistics Office of Georgia, www.geostat.ge/index.php?action=page&p_id=194&lang=eng.


Other reforms under Shevardnadze were equally counterproductive: the Ministry of Health’s functions were reduced to regulation and policy formulation. Absurdly in Georgian conditions, its powers were decentralized to regional health authorities lacking revenue or expertise. All health facilities were transformed into quasi-privatized limited liability companies under state ownership with new systems of payment designed to reflect productivity (patient intakes). Preventative and primary health care were emphasized, and in 1999, a new Ministry of Labor, Health and Social Affairs was created to combine health and welfare services and to reduce bloated staff levels. Such reforms failed to deal with the problem of access. Georgians could not afford private co-payments or medicines. Surveys in the 1990s suggested that 96 percent avoided visiting a doctor, preferring to treat themselves, and 87.7 percent never had a thorough medical checkup.135 Public expenditure on health as a percentage of GDP, never above 1 percent in the early 1990s, halved between 1996 and 2003 to 0.4 percent, a figure below those in the poorest countries of Central and North Africa.136

Under Saakashvili, between 2004 and 2005, spending on health tripled, and reached 6 percent of total budget spending in 2006, but the state’s expenditures on public health still make it one of the worst in the world.137 In 2005, per capita government expenditure on health at the average exchange rate was an appallingly low $24 (the Dominican Republic was higher at $61) and amounted to only 1.5 percent of GDP in 2007. In 2005, 80.5 percent of total health-care expenditure was estimated to be out of pocket for the purchase of medicines, informal payments, and private services. Half the population can afford only 8 percent of their medical expenses. By contrast, 2.5 percent of the population account for 40 percent of total health spending.138

The health crisis is alarming given Georgia’s demographic decline. Life expectancy, learning capacity, maternal well-being, and creativity are all related to productivity. In 2005, UNICEF estimated that the mortality rate for children under five in Georgia was 45 per 1,000, which places Georgia between Kazakhstan (mortality rate 31) and Kyrgyzstan (mortality rate 67).139 Between 2000 and 2005, infectious diseases among children doubled. Traditional challenges such as alcoholism (binge drinking is a Georgian cultural tradition) and TB have been joined by new ones such as AIDS and drug addiction.140 Up to two-thirds of all males and about one-fifth of females smoke. Despite a 30 percent reduction in doctors between 1989 and 2008, there were still 4.6 doctors per 1,000 residents in 2008 (although that is highly uneven in reality), compared to an average 3.2 in the EU. Yet there is a catastrophic shortage of nurses who are abysmally paid and trained. There is, in fact, no nursing ‘profession’ in Georgia. In 2000, according to UNDP, an infant’s delivery in a public hospital dramatically increased the likelihood of death; that same year, maternal mortality rates increased to 49 per 100,000 compared to 32 per 100,000 seven years earlier. The rate has since improved, declining to a remarkable 14.4 in 2007.141 Still, the average Georgian woman has 3.1 abortions during her lifetime; this means two-thirds of total pregnancies in the country are ended by abortion. Healthy life expectancy rate – a World Health Organization (WHO) measurement that adjusts for time spent in poor health – is 62 for men and 67 for women, which puts Georgia just above Romania and Macedonia. (However, the National Statistics Office showed an overall increase in life expectancy between 2000 and 2007 from 71 to 75.)142

Georgians face a grim medical future. The plan for cheap private insurance is a reasonable option but it offers too little (basic emergency care and limited medication reimbursement). In 2008, only 150,000 had medical insurance, and a miserly 12,000 had bought a state-sponsored cheap 5 GEL version. Seventy-six percent of the population remained without any health insurance at all, although a recent National Health Care Strategy for 2011–15, has brought the number of citizens insured by a state funded medical insurance plan to 900,000. Impressive on the surface, the reality for patients is far less favorable.143 Almost every family is threatened with penury if a member becomes very ill. Costly medicines are a particular burden. It is unclear how the government’s strategy of hospital privatization (between 2007 and 2008, 80 percent were sold) and reduced regulatory management will improve health access for most Georgians given the absence of controls over quality and pricing (licensing, it is claimed, will ensure quality). In fact, many insurance companies have purchased the old hospitals for real estate value as ‘excess’ property can be used for commercial development by investors, and after seven years there is no obligation to keep the new hospitals. The new smart clinics featured as success stories cater mostly to the better off. Employees, including doctors, are porly paid, often without proper contracts. Current government policy is not consumer oriented; it is not providing adequate care, disease management, safe drugs or an overall quality medical service.

The other pillar of long-term economic growth is education. Education is a nation- and state-builder. Statistically, Georgians are among the most educated population in the CIS: 28.3 percent of the adult population of working age (25–64 years) have tertiary education and 61.2 percent have upper secondary education.144 However, it is quality that determines growth, not years spent in the classroom. The Soviet system passed on many of its deficiencies, including rigid pedagogical methods, low teacher pay, inattention to special needs, and overstaffing. The Shevardnadze administration witnessed a disastrous decline in educational levels in the 1990s, unprecedented in modern Europe. Between 1989 and 1996, government spending on education collapsed by 95 percent in real terms. In 2003, state educational spending per capita put Georgia at the bottom among CIS countries; the average gross salary in the educational sector in 2002 was 44.4 percent of the average monthly minimum subsistence level.145

The absence of state support was made up by private contributions. Despite a Georgian constitution that guarantees free education for the first nine years, under Shevardnadze, the population spent over 16 times as much as the state, including informal payments for tutoring, supplies, bribes, and fees. Students who stayed on after 9th grade in a gymnasium (humanities) or lyceum (science) paid fees and supplied their own textbooks. This helps explain the high 58.4 percent of students in 1998–9 who did not go beyond 9th grade.146 In 1997, 18 percent of school buildings were reported in dangerous or unusable condition and over three-fourths of rural schools were in serious need of repair.147 In 1998, 70 percent of teachers were in salary arrears. Public preschool education was practically wiped out with the loss of two-thirds of pupils and teachers, but private higher education boomed.

Reforms launched by the 1997 Law on Education (amended in 2002) were designed to enhance self-government with the introduction of teachers councils in schools and the decentralization of the educational budget to district levels. ‘Autonomy’ was granted to Tbilisi State University, and licensing, teacher re-certification, and accreditation for educational institutions were toughened. Programs for improved curricula standards and textbooks were introduced. All remained on paper. The president was given control over Georgia’s higher educational sector with his right to appoint and dismiss university rectors. The presidentially appointed rectors, in turn, controlled governing university councils by patronage and management of salaries and teaching hours.148 The transfer of budgetary responsibilities for education to the local level was disastrous. Local governments did not have the capacity to raise tax revenue. Teaching as a career lost its prestige (never very high) and no talented student – in particular young men who consider themselves primary wage earners – would train for a profession that is predominantly perceived as a female job and lacks reliable pay. The expansion of the private educational sector had some success, but in most cases private higher educational institutions charged weaker students larger sums.

Following two damning audits by the Chamber of Control in 2001–2 of the Ministry of Education and Tbilisi State University, the new minister of education and Rose Revolutionary Alexander Lomaia had every reason to uproot the old system. A sweeping new law on General Education (2005) following a 2004 law on Higher Education, laid out a framework for educational modernization. National standardized examinations replaced the corrupt university entrance examinations, and tougher accreditation requirements were introduced for higher education institutions. Free higher education was formally ended, and financing was shifted to a system of vouchers, grants, and scholarships. In a revolutionary break with Soviet tradition, school principals were for the first time elected through parent–teacher-controlled boards of trustees, which were also given budgetary and curricula controls. In-service training of teachers stressed new pedagogical methods, including a new national curriculum designed to develop critical thinking. Schools were paid for by an improved system of capitation financing and in line with the government’s libertarian philosophy, a school voucher system was introduced.149

The question, of course, is quality and implementation. The new educational reforms faced powerful resistance from parents unable to maneuver their children into the best universities, from the church resentful about new secular curricula, from conservative administrators and teachers – 25 percent of teachers in 2003 were over 65 – and from academics used to the old system of lackadaisical supervision and indifferent teaching.150 Despite increased budgetary support for the Ministry of Education every year since 2003 – the Ministry doubled its budgetary share between 2004 and 2007 – in 2009 education spending still only represented 2.5 percent of GDP, less than half the OECD average. In 2007, despite wage increases, the ratio of average education sector wages to average country wages was still only 41.6 percent; teachers’ wages, on average, are lower than those of forestry and agricultural workers.151 The reforms, despite their meritocratic emphasis, have been undermined by underfunding (which leads to continued interference by the Ministry of Education), deference among teachers to their principals, the absence of real school choice in many areas, and new amendments to the law in 2009 that recentralizes power in the Ministry’s hands.152 Vouchers have not closed the educational gap between the rich and the poor, connected and unconnected, urban and rural, and Georgian and non-Georgian. Those who can afford tutors and attend well-equipped urban (often private) high schools are far more likely to pass the national examinations, which in 2007 led to 39,280 applicants competing for 15,444 university places. The richest 20 percent of households spend an average of 22 times more educating their children than do the poorest 20 percent, and the jobless rate of poor youth is almost twice that of youth from wealthy households.153 School curricula in practice have lost their relevance for older pupils who focus on preparation for the much narrower requirements of the national examination. Even if there is greater equality of opportunity, it is not clear that higher education will bring a job. In 2005–6, on average, it took 13.5 years for girls and 8.6 years for boys to settle into permanent work after leaving school (in the United States, the average for both sexes is 3.5 years).154

THE CHALLENGE OF DEVELOPMENT

Western states have poured millions of dollars into the Georgian economy, in part to show that liberal economics can work in a post-Soviet environment. But have economic policies in Georgia over the last seven years (2004–11) vindicated that proposition? It depends how you define success. Since 2004, the government has boasted of rapid growth, augmented FDI and currency reserves, and increases in lending and credit, foreign trade, tax collection and budget revenues. Expenditure on education and infrastructure, pensions, and public employee wages have increased. This is important. But such figures must be kept in perspective. GDP is up, but in 2007 it was half of what it was in 1989; FDI is up but lower than its South Caucasian neighbors; foreign trade is up, but the trade gap is widening; unemployment and poverty, by any measure, remain horrendous.

The Georgian government strategy is not closing the gap between growth and well-being, or between the ‘modern’ metropolitan economy and the provincial hinterland. This is exemplified by the splashy glass-domed and neon-lit presidential residence (the presidential website calls it a ‘palace’), which contrasts strongly with the borderline poverty in which most people live (even directly outside the residence). The government is institutionalizing a dual economy in which the majority of its citizens – disproportionately rural, non-Georgians, over 50, and female – are excluded from participation. Ameliorating regional disparities is vital to an integrated multinational state. The hinterland remains in prolonged recession, but potentially, agriculture could be an important source of domestic production. Improved health care and education along with a meaningful employment strategy could reduce the untenable social welfare burden. The business environment in Georgia is not determined by the ease of starting a business (which is not nearly as easy as the World Bank suggests), and dependence on foreign investment is a risky way to sustain a healthy market economy. The democratic and prosperous state the government aspires to depends on productivity, participation, and the economic security of its citizens. Economic reform has to move to a new stage from top-down directives to bottom-up participation and government partnership in the domestic market.
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The Myth of Georgian Nationalism




The Soviet system – standardizing, homogenizing – has been an important but unpredictable variable in shaping nation and state-building among former Soviet peoples. Even before independent statehood was achieved, the nationalist movements in the USSR had different goals and tactics, shaped by specific histories, and varied experiences under Soviet rule. The Soviet regimes in Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Lithuania, and Georgia were united by a state that, as Yuri Slezkine put it, allocated them separate rooms in a communal apartment, but the tenants arranged these rooms differently and dealt with the landlord in clever and sundry ways.1 Terry Martin notes, like Teresa Rakowska-Harmstone over 25 years ago, that the Soviet state reinforced or created nationalism by prescribing national identities and establishing national borders.2 But the internal design of these states, their history, ethnic makeup, local leadership, and relations with the center contributed to a diverse pattern of post-Soviet nationalisms.

Georgians are often characterized as bad neighbors (although in the Soviet period, Russians considered them good neighbors). Since 1991, Georgia has experienced two wars of secession, a civil war and a war with Russia. There have been failed (and badly planned) coups, at least two assassination attempts on former president Shevardnadze, three revolutions in 1989–90, 2003, and 2004 (in the autonomous republic of Achara), and in May 2005, a bungled terrorist act against Presidents Saakashvili and Bush.3 Western commentators often suggest that like their Balkan confreres (if the Serbs, Croats, Bosnians, Slovenes, Macedonians, and Albanians can be treated as a single group), Caucasians cannot shake their past.4 Georgian history is conflict and therefore conflict is Georgian. But nationalism in Georgia today, when contextualized, is more ‘modern’ and ‘normal’ than what most Western analysts – still reeling from the heated rhetoric of Georgia’s militant pamphleteers of the early 1990s – suggest. Our focus on national conflict and violence in Caucasia distorts our understanding of Caucasian history and Caucasian nationalist movements, and raises broader questions as to what terms like ‘ethnic conflict’ and ‘nationalism’ mean, and how they are related to concepts like ‘democracy’ and ‘liberty’.

Over 150 years ago, Vissarion Belinsky reminded us that in the Caucasus:

you will never look for anything quiet, funny or fun in the story: the story usually begins with loud phrases, and ends with massacre, betrayal, patricide. Of course, all this happens in life … but this is only one side of highlanders’ life: … It is, of course, spectacular, but one and only one thing – say what you may – becomes boring.5

We should remember this. Caucasian history is not just one of conflict; it has other identities and other traditions, including interethnic cooperation. The recovery of the Caucasian past cannot be just equated with ‘the revenge of the past’. The past involved long periods of peaceful coexistence. Western academic studies of Caucasia show an overwhelming bias toward national conflict and its resolution, but this focus leads to mistaken assumptions about the relationship between nationalism and politics in Georgia and in the region more generally.6 Nationalism covers the broadest spectrum of popular movements and states dedicated to maintaining the identity, unity, and autonomy of the nation, however conceived. Defining the nation and nationalism is not the central concern of this chapter, but we need, at a minimum, to acknowledge the differences between the methods, style, and emphases of nationalists and national states.7 Zviad Gamsakhurdia, Eduard Shevardnadze, and Mikheil Saakashvili can all be described as Georgian nationalists, but they had (have) very different ideas about what that meant, and how it affected the building of a modern state. Gamsakhurdia advocated a model of cultural assimilation. He considered Georgia’s national survival threatened by both internal and external enemies. His style was populist: he used nationalist rallies to scapegoat minorities unwilling to assimilate, and intimidation to enforce ‘national unity’. Shevardnadze, by contrast, urged reconciliation between Georgia’s ethnic groups, and emphasized cultural distinctiveness and inclusive citizenship. However, Shevardnadze’s good intentions were undermined by corrupt governors and local ethnocracies. President Saakashvili is a mix of his predecessors. He espouses both particularistic nationalism and civic patriotism, but frames them within policies of economic modernization and state-building. This passionate advocacy for Georgian renewal combined with an ideology of civic patriotism is a difficult tandem.

All three presidents represent the multiple strands of Georgian nationalism and exemplify the persistent tensions between nationalism, democracy, and the right to self determination. In a historical perspective, Georgian nationalism has not been exclusively radical, antimodernist, or illiberal. But it does not lack such elements either. It depends where you look and when. The early 1990s was characterized by illiberal nationalism. But Georgians’ nationalist passions have waxed and waned and are contingent on political and economic circumstances. The myth of Georgian nationalism, which we in the West have largely accepted, is based on its radical persona rather than on its fluid and more ‘normal’ qualities.

ETHNO-NATIONALIST GEORGIA

Former deputy secretary of state Strobe Talbott presented a view of the Caucasus in a speech in Bucharest in 1998 that many share. He declared:

We can all say good riddance to Marxist-Leninist dictatorship, to the Iron Curtain and to the self-styled geniuses who ruled by brute force and primal fear. But the collapse of these modern evils has, in many parts of the post-Communist world, been accompanied by the eruption of medieval struggles over blood and culture. From Bosnia, Croatia, Albania, and Kosovo in the Balkans to Chechnya, Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Nagorno-Karabakh in the Caucasus, more Europeans have died violently in the last five years than in the previous forty five.8

There are four assumptions here, all of which misrepresent politics in Georgia and in the Caucasus more generally. National conflicts in Georgia (specifically in Abkhazia and South Ossetia) are neither medieval nor about blood. Such historicist interpretations simplify the causes of the post-Soviet crisis. Such ideas, encouraged by Georgia’s own media, suggest that politics is driven by the past, and is always ‘national’, never ‘local’.9 This leads to simple answers about complex conflicts and fails to explore the multiple local sources of political behavior. The vast majority of complaints received by the public defender from Georgians and non-Georgians alike, for example, concern court decisions, housing, pensions, qualification for state assistance, schools, and employment. ‘National’ discrimination is at the bottom of the list.10 Undoubtedly, institutional discrimination against minorities underlies some of these complaints, but for non-Georgians better social policies and an end to their isolation from the rest of Georgia are a significant part of the solution.

Second, Talbott sees nationalism and violence as partners in crime, but nationalism – including its Georgian variant – is no more inherently violent than other ideologies.11 Liberalism is considered a rational enterprise and is promoted as a peaceful alternative to nationalism in Georgia. But liberalism’s own early strivings for statehood over a much longer period were characterized by violence and social unrest (Ernest Renan pointed out the violent origins of most ‘liberal’ nationalisms in his essay ‘What is a Nation?’ as far back as 1882). A glance at national anthems suggests most liberal democracies were born out of war.12 Nationalism, based on nineteenth-century principles of popular sovereignty, citizen equality, democracy, and self-determination, defines the historical, territorial, and cultural parameters of modern liberalism. Michael Mann suggests that it is precisely these liberal values of sovereignty and popular rule that can lead to nationalism’s most deadly consequences.13

Democracy draws on both liberalism and nationalism; they are democracy’s soul mates. Western models of liberalism are distinctly national. Georgian state requirements that all schoolchildren learn the national language, or that central state institutions increase their effectiveness in the regions, are quite compatible with national minority demands for self-government and language protection. The alliance between nationalism and liberalism in Georgia can be a reasonable basis for a tolerant multinational state.

Georgian nationalism, like nationalisms elsewhere, is different. But the contrast with Western states should not be used to illustrate the superiority of the West’s ‘civic’ form of nationalism. Talbott in his speech implies that the West has gone beyond the atavistic Orient – his third assumption – but this leaves out Northern Ireland, the Basque region, Belgium, successful right-wing parties in Europe, and jingoistic militias in the United States. Germany’s official concept of citizenship is still ethnically determined (most Western citizenship laws stress ethnic descent as a qualification), and the ‘cosmopolitan’ French do not accept all national groups resident in France as French, even when those groups want to be.14 Restrictive immigration and asylum laws in most Western democracies show a continued fear of foreigners. Stjepan Mestrovic argues convincingly that the civic-liberal and ethnic-illiberal paradigms are nonsense. In his view, popular sentiments in liberal democracies are ‘ethnic’, ‘emotional’, and tradition-bound, and the attempt to deny it tells us more about Westerners’ belief in their own distinctiveness than it does about differences with other states.15

A fourth assumption in Talbott’s speech is that entire countries are guilty of the ‘crimes’ of nationalism. Just as I would not expect public and congressional opinion to coincide in the United States, so in Georgia – where there are long-standing cultural and economic divisions between leaders and led – we need more discernment in judging the depth and breadth of ‘ethnic’ nationalism. R. Petersen has pointed out in his work that violent conflict is rarely based on unanimous national support – it is an uneven process, which includes enthusiasts, detractors, and reluctant participants.16 In the Abkhazian and South Ossetian conflicts, majorities on both sides were the victims of national conflict rather than their progenitors. The Georgian–Abkhazian clashes that erupted in 1992–3 strongly resemble what V.P. Gagnon describes as an elite ‘strategy of conflict’. In 1990s Serbia, he argues, ex-communist elites used violent forms of nationalism to ‘demobilize’ opposition movements that threatened their privileged access to resources.17 Such a strategy was high risk for Abkhazian elites before separation – a minority in their own autonomous republic – but they had strong encouragement from Russian nationalist movements. Chauvinistic statements from Tbilisi added legitimacy to Abkhazian leaders’ nationalist rhetoric. Georgian elites pursued their own ‘strategy of conflict’; paramilitary leaders considered a victorious war with Abkhazians would solidify their support at home and give them access to Abkhazia’s rich resources. This is not to deny nationalist passions on both sides, especially after the killing started, but they were in many cases generated from above for reasons of strategy or gain rather than ‘ethnicity’.

Most of us – with the exception of a few genuine cosmopolitans – are ‘national’ practitioners. The extension of American national interests around the world reflects nationalist goals as much as Georgia’s attempt to hang on to its internationally accepted state borders. But comparisons of the two nationalisms would lead many Westerners to maintain Georgians are atavistic. This is because politicians (and some scholars), who talk about the resurgence of nationalism focus on small nations like Georgia that challenge existing states, and in the process of nationalizing themselves experience internal conflict or make trouble for the international community.18

Small nation conflicts are thoughtlessly interpreted as ‘ethnic’. But violence between ‘ethnic groups’, as I suggested in the Abkhazian case (and even more so for South Ossetia), is not necessarily ethnic. The word ‘ethnic’ invites misunderstanding: it is too broad to cover the multiple strands in people’s lives that generate conflicts, whether social (declining schools, public health), economic (poverty, pensions, and inflation), or environmental (resource competition, natural disasters). To understand ethnicity and nationalism in places like Georgia (or in Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Chechnya for that matter), we need a finer understanding of ‘ethnic’ and its fluctuating components. Erica Benner in a masterful review of the changing normative views of nationalism reminds us that ethnically based movements and ideologies have multiple personalities. Within a few years, new conditions will overturn their champions, transform their goals, and alter their modes of expression.19

Georgian nationalism cannot be defined by the last two decades, or by the conflicts with Abkhazians and South Ossetians. Georgians romanticize their history of tolerance, but relations with the Abkhazian and South Ossetian populations have over the long term been peaceful. There have been calls for autonomy among local Armenians and Azerbaijanis, but, despite tensions including local clashes with the police, the majority do not support violent resistance to the Georgian state. Imperial disintegration in the 1990s produced extraordinary circumstances: a socioeconomic crisis, institutional collapse, and challenges to the traditional political order. Georgian nationalism during this period was violent, state challenging, and, for many, deadly. But our focus on this period distorts what came before and after, and ignores other nationalisms in Georgia that did not evolve into serious conflict. Conflicts between national groups in multinational states are unavoidable, but in Georgia’s case, as elsewhere, most of these conflicts occur without violence. Nationalism in post-Soviet Georgia, as in the United States, has not always been violent or ethnic. The Economist suggested that in Georgia, ‘nationalism [is] a necessary device, for any leader who is struggling to construct a law-based state in places where government of any kind has all but collapsed’.20 Indeed, nationalism was a major factor that kept the Georgian state together as well as pulled it apart.

The focus on nationalist violence in Georgia has excluded the ‘valleys’ in favor of the ‘peaks’ and ignored a long history of multinational coexistence. It has encouraged an anachronistic vision of crises and nationalist tensions (the peaks), which are then incorporated into a ‘pattern’ of violent struggle. A review of Georgian history suggests a much more complicated and less heroic path. Georgian nationalism is part of a wide complex of political, economic, and power relationships, domestic and international. It is one factor – and not always the most important – in any assessment of pre-Soviet and post-Soviet developments. Nationalism in Georgia cannot be disentangled from domestic issues of inequality and poverty or from the actions of powerful neighbors like Russia, or neighboring states like Armenia and Azerbaijan. For most citizens of Georgia today, it is economic and social issues, not ethnic ones, that are of most concern.

A SHORT REVIEW OF GEORGIAN NATIONALISM

Georgia’s route to nationhood was not unusual. Before the nineteenth century, Georgian elites were multiethnic and multidenominational, and the Georgian state absorbed Armenians, Ossetians, and Abkhazians into the country’s ruling class, representing what Rogers Brubaker calls an ‘assimilationist’ culture.21 In the second half of the nineteenth century, under the influence of a Russian modernizing state (Georgia was annexed by the Russian Empire in the first decades of the nineteenth century) and a Europeanized Georgian intelligentsia, a modern sense of nationhood began to emerge among Georgian elites. Switching or combining identities became increasingly difficult; the emphasis on ‘ethnicity’ (what Brubaker calls a ‘differentialist’ culture) increased competition between emerging national groups in the towns and cities.22 Georgian nationalists bemoaned the demographic imbalance in the capital (Georgians were only a plurality in Tbilisi until the 1940s) and campaigned for cultural defense along with greater political rights. But despite inspiring struggles by newly formed Italians, Hungarians, and Greeks, by the end of the nineteenth century, Georgians saw socialism, not nationalism, as the means to a better life. No Georgian party before the revolution in 1917 – even those opposed to socialist ideas – advocated independence from Russia.23 When Georgia became independent in 1918, it was by default in much the same circumstances as 1991 when imperial collapse and defeat in the Cold War led to the disintegration of the Soviet state.

After the Soviet invasion of 1921, Georgian nationalism went underground (Georgian nationalist groups practically disappeared after a 1924 revolt to regain Georgian independence failed), or survived abroad in Diasporan politics. In Soviet Georgia, nationalism was channeled into cultural frameworks provided by the Soviet state – what Teresa Rakowska-Harmstone called ‘orthodox nationalism’.24 Orthodox nationalism focused on cultural issues, such as language, education, the restoration of monuments, literature, film, and sport. During World War II, there was no armed national resistance movement in Georgia as in the Baltics and Ukraine (although some Georgians in exile joined the Wehrmacht to liberate Soviet Georgia).25 But as the USSR opened up in the 1960s, Georgians were singled out by Western commentators as the most passionate nationalists. But Georgian nationalism rarely spilled onto the streets or directly challenged the Soviet regime. Georgian dissidence was represented by a dozen or so prominent but largely unknown figures, with no mass base. Although it was weak, nationalist dissent in Ukraine was more of a challenge to the Soviet regime than it was in Georgia.

There were two significant occasions between the end of World War II and 1980 when Georgian ‘nationalism’ openly expressed its discontents.26 The first was in 1956 when protestors interpreted Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization campaign as anti-Georgian. Between 20 and 30 Georgian demonstrators were gunned down by Soviet interior forces. Sparked by the absence of celebrations on Stalin’s birthday, it had weak nationalist credentials, although its victims were ‘posthumously’ acknowledged as patriots and martyrs. The second occasion was in 1978 when Georgians, primarily students from Tbilisi State University, demonstrated against the Soviet government’s decision to remove Georgian as the official language of the republic.27 Individual Georgians made great sacrifices for their beliefs – but Georgian nationalism rarely mobilized the masses. Before the late 1980s, the focus of Georgian nationalism was neither on territory (like Armenian protests over Nagorno-Karabakh), nor on national minorities. Before perestroika, Georgian nationalism had adapted itself to the colonial framework. It fully exploited what James Scott has called ‘everyday forms of resistance’ and, without directly challenging the Soviet state, usurped its power.28

The Soviet context partly explains Georgian nationalism’s benign focus. There was no opportunity for open protest. But the Soviet state, through its policies of affirmative action and social mobility, helped maintain Georgia’s cosmopolitan tradition and social peace. Prejudice and stereotypes existed between Georgians and non-Georgians at all levels of interaction, and there was a Soviet hierarchy of national territories within the republic that put Georgians at the top and South Ossetians at the bottom. But at the same time Georgians, Abkhazians, Ossetians, Armenians, and Greeks shared villages, yards, schools, and places of employment. Intermarriage between Georgians (more specifically Mingrelians, a Georgian subnational group living in west Georgia) and Abkhazians (those living in the southern regions of Ochamchire and Sukhumi) was not unusual, and social mixing, promoted by migration to major Georgian towns, was evident among Georgians and other groups such as South Ossetians.29

THE ECSTATIC NATIONALIST

Zviad Gamsakhurdia and his followers who arrived on the scene in the mid-1980s were not simply ethnic entrepreneurs exploiting nationalist slogans to gain power. Resource theories of nationalism, which stress manipulation by elites, are important but inadequate explanations on their own of nationalism’s success in Georgia. Gamsakhurdia was elected president in May 1991 with 87 percent of the vote. His popularity was based on ideas and anxieties that resonated among Georgians – the threat of Georgia’s disintegration, and a sense of Georgians’ demographic and moral decline. In contrast to the period leading up to the 1917 revolution, almost every Georgian party by 1989–90 was advocating independence, the great panacea for Georgian ills. Twice in 1989, Georgians had been killed in conflicts: – first with Soviet interior troops (April 9th) and second in clashes with Abkhazians in Sukhumi (July 15th).30 Gamsakhurdia popularized the view that Georgians were victimized in their own state. The reaction of Georgians, and the minority Abkhazians and Ossetians, was understandable. When the state could no longer maintain physical and economic security, national solidarity was the solution. In circumstances like these, it is hard to imagine even ‘civic’ European nations, let alone newly independent states led by inexperienced elites, abjuring militant nationalist slogans driven by political ambition and fear.

A closer look at Georgian nationalism from 1989 to 1992 suggests that it was neither a resurgence of latent ethnic hatreds nor the expression of a violent political culture. Rather, it was contingent on extraordinary economic, political, and physical insecurities brought about by state collapse. Initially, in 1989–90, those leading the Georgian national liberation movement tried to divert the focus from national minorities. Representatives of the Kurdish and Armenian communities, among others, took part in the early rallies for Georgian independence (there was a similar pattern in the Baltics and Ukraine where Russians supported independence). Georgian radicals saw the ‘ethnicization’ of Georgian politics as a Kremlin provocation.31 At the April 9th, 1989 public demonstration, few of the painted banners or chalked slogans mentioned Abkhazia, despite a March 1989 call at Lykhny in Abkhazia for separation from Georgia.32 The focus was on Georgian independence.

Gamsakhurdia split with the radical opposition in May 1990 in preparation for the October/November Supreme Soviet elections, and used the demographic threat from within to garner support. Driven by an ecstatic vision of Georgian unity and the threat of multiple enemies, his rhetoric helped shape a psychological state of siege among Georgians. Vladislav Ardzinba in Abkhazia and Torez Kulumbegov in South Ossetia did the same.33 The Soviet regime, through the creation of separate territories and affirmative action programs, had given local Abkhazian and South Ossetian elites a real stake in preserving the status quo. Svante Cornell has pointed to the powerful impetus the creation of ethno-territorial autonomies like Abkhazia and South Ossetia gave to national elites mobilizing against the Georgian center.34

In December 1990, on Gamsakhurdia’s urging, the Georgian parliament abolished South Ossetia’s regional status. This was in response to a South Ossetian declaration of independence and unsanctioned elections to the South Ossetian Supreme Soviet. But this did not lead to similar policies toward Abkhazia. In 1991, Gamsakhurdia negotiated a consociationalist agreement with the Abkhazians, which put Abkhazia’s Georgians at a political disadvantage. The Abkhazians, who made up only 17.9 percent of the autonomous republic’s population, received 28 seats in the 65-seat Abkhazian parliament; the Georgian community at 46 percent of the population received 26 seats; and the remaining 37 percent, consisting mainly of Armenians, Greeks, and Russians, received 11 seats. No constitutional change was possible without a two-thirds vote, which gave Abkhazians relatively secure protection of their existing legal rights and political dominance.35

Gamsakhurdia’s differential treatment of the Abkhazians and South Ossetians was based on an official Soviet paradigm; the Abkhazians were autochthonous and the South Ossetians were nonindigenous.36 Whatever Gamsakhurdia’s motivation – a calculation that things would change in Georgia’s favor, or that the alternative would lead to a conflict with Abkhazia and ultimately Russia – Gamsakhurdia’s compromise in Abkhazia showed flexibility. Georgia was not for the Georgians alone. Gamsakhurdia threatened and belittled Georgia’s national minorities. He encouraged the persecution of teachers, farmers, and academics in Gori, Bolnisi, and Tbilisi simply because of their ethnic origin. But although a political bully and incompetent tactician, he was capable of calculation. Not all national groups were equally bad or unacceptable; if they accepted the primacy of Georgian culture, they were welcome to join the nation. Gamsakhurdia invited the exiled Muslim Meskhetians to return to their homeland in southern Georgia, but on condition they registered as Georgians.37

As I suggest in Chapter 3, popular support for Gamsakhurdia was not based solely on his nationalist credentials. His appeal was linked to the identification of internal and external enemies, ethnic or not, who could be blamed for the crisis. His promotion of state paternalism, his emphasis on personal loyalty, on a strong executive, and the use of plebiscites and public rallies tell us more about post-Soviet Georgian society between 1989 and 1991 than an exclusive focus on nationalism. Illiberal populism is a better framework for analyzing the full spectrum of the Gamsakhurdia phenomenon.

THE PRAGMATIC NATIONALIST

On his return to Georgia in March 1992, Eduard Shevardnadze shifted Georgian politics to a system of elite-mediated liberalism. Georgia’s revolution moved from Jacobinism to Girondism, and officially at least, from a differentialist model to an integrationist one. The rhetoric of militant nationalism was expunged from the official lexicon, replaced by concepts of citizenship, minority rights, and federalism. But Shevardnadze’s government experienced serious problems integrating Georgia’s national minorities into the political system. There was no overall strategy, and poor management. The bill on national minorities and the language law (shelved in 2002 as too controversial) never got beyond the draft stage.38 The electoral systems of 1992, 1995, 1999, and 2003 resulted in few national minority deputies, and the status of non-Georgian districts remained unresolved. In the interim, they were ruled by centrally appointed governors. Budgetary sources for the districts were minimal, and, despite a program to improve Georgian-language teaching in non-Georgian areas, progress was minimal. There was a lack of information about official policies, and few laws were translated into Russian, let alone Armenian or Azerbaijani. Large numbers of minorities emigrated. Between 1989 and 2002, ethnic Russians’ net numbers decreased over five times, and diminished from 6.3 percent to 1.5 percent of the country’s total population; the Armenian proportion fell from 8.1 percent to 5.7 percent. Greeks, mostly in the Tsalka district in Kvemo-Kartli, plummeted from 100,324 to 15,166.39

However, Shevardnadze’s government established a legal and constitutional framework for a democratic multinational society, including constitutional and legal provision for the protection of civil and minority rights. The law on citizenship in contrast to Latvia and Estonia, granted unconditional citizenship to all Georgia’s residents. No special qualifications were required, including knowledge of the state language. In 1997, the ethnic marker in Georgian passports was dropped. The constitution, Criminal Code, the Law on Public Associations of Citizens, the Law on Education, and the Law on Culture all laid the basis for civil and minority rights. These included the right to receive education up to the secondary level in one’s native language, the right to have a translator present in court if any of the parties did not understand Georgian, and the right to set up political organizations – although, significantly for national minorities, political parties could not be formed in a single region only.

Georgian legislators ratified the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination and the Council of Europe’s Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. A parliamentary committee on human rights and a public defender were created to monitor minority rights.40 Shevardnadze appointed provincial (mkhare) and district representatives from among the local national groups, and his speeches, which extolled the concept of citizenship, helped diffuse the chauvinistic hysteria that dominated the 1992–5 parliament.

But reality undermined the model. The impoverished conditions of Georgia’s minorities in Samtskhe-Javakheti, Marneuli, and Tsalka, low parliamentary representation, weak local government, the lack of resources for education, the crumbling transport infrastructure that prevented access to Tbilisi markets, and the absence of progress in the South Ossetian and Abkhazian conflicts, underlined the fictive nature of Georgian nationality policy and the inability of the state to bring non-Georgians into state structures. International covenants remained ornamental. The framework Convention of the Council of Europe for the Protection of National Minorities was never ratified by Shevardnadze’s parliament. Hardly anyone noticed. Shevardnadze’s action plan for 2002–4, designed to realize minorities’ legislative rights, disappeared into the political ether. In Shevardnadze’s final years in power, an incompetent and corrupt state looked on as a defrocked priest and his small band of followers beat up Georgia’s Baptists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Pentecostals.

THE PRAGMATIC PURITAN

Saakashvili is an emotional populist who proclaims Georgia’s special mission, and a pragmatist who has gone further than any of his predecessors with concrete proposals for Abkhazian and South Ossetian autonomy. But his goals of economic modernization, Europeanization, and democracy will not happen without the integration of Georgia’s minorities. His task is complicated by the legacy of his predecessors, by a hostile Russia, and by distrust for the state in most non-Georgian districts. Non-Georgians have low expectations from ‘democracy’ and see few attractive economic rewards for their civic allegiance. Saakashvili is acutely aware that the national minority issue is an economic and political problem as much as a cultural one.

Saakashvili wants to combine national pride among Georgians with civic patriotism among national minorities. States such as Spain and Switzerland, despite their problems, have achieved relative equanimity in majority–minority relations through pacts, decentralization, and economic prosperity. Other states have been less successful. The link between Georgianness and civicness, although hard to establish in a state still reeking of civil war and secessionism, can work if the government shows sincerity, tact, and provides adequate resources. Saakashvili refers to ‘taking Georgian back’. He means reestablishing control over state institutions, reasserting government authority, and restoring Georgian territories. These are admirable goals for a head of state, but they must be conducted judiciously with real outcomes for non-Georgian citizens, or it will be perceived as just another wave of Georgian chauvinism.

Saakashvili’s victory included a skilled presentation of Georgian national symbols such as a new flag, based on ‘the Christian symbol of Our Savior and the four evangelists’.41 The president’s speeches are laden with references to Georgians’ heroism. On the eve of his inaugural speech in February 2004, Saakashvili made a pilgrimage to the gravesite of the eleventh-century monarch David the Builder, who embodies the Golden Age of Georgian power. In Tbilisi, surrounded by national imagery, including the potent figure of Georgia’s warrior saint St George and the flags of Georgia and the European Union fluttering side by side, Saakashvili gave an inaugural speech that emphasized the country’s Christian roots and its European inheritance. But at the same time, he reversed the slogan of street radicals of the 1990s, underlining Georgia was ‘home not only for all Georgians, but also for all ethnic minorities’. He went on, ‘Every citizen, who considers Georgia as his homeland, be he Russian, Abkhazian, Ossetian, Azerbaijani, Armenian, Jewish, Greek, Ukrainian, Kurd – is our greatest wealth and treasure’.42 Saakashvili believes that Georgian national self-esteem, vital to ending the Georgian state crisis, is compatible with civic pride. He sees no opposition between national cultural sentiments of minorities and their identity with the state. He envisages what Stein Rokkan and Derek Unwin have called a ‘union state’, a strong center combined with minority rights and, if necessary, national territories.43 The Spanish refer to their own case as a ‘nation of nations’. Yet Saakashvili’s emotional references to Georgians’ historical grandeur and unique contribution to the state sit awkwardly with his multiculturalism. For Georgia’s national minorities, strengthening the state can be menacing. The new flag may be a potent symbol of the country’s Christian roots, but for Georgia’s Muslims, it diminishes their role in the new state.

Saakashvili is a revolutionary fighting for moral and cultural regeneration. Like all revolutionaries, he wants a responsive state. His fondness for army parades and his rousing speeches convey the view that Georgians are the staatsvolk. The Rose Revolution, Saakashvili’s electoral victories, and Georgia’s impact on color revolutions in Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan add a sense of exultation to his speeches. They represent a form of Georgian exceptionalism. The loss of the war in August 2008 has not tempered this view, only hardened it.

Saakashvili has advice for would-be reformers. Strike fast and make reform ‘a continuous process uninterrupted by pauses’. Every reformer ‘should know that the race for the future is won by the swift’.44 It is this attitude, according to the opposition, combined with overweening confidence in the military, the concentration of decision-making and unwarranted faith in the West, that led to the calamity in South Ossetia in August 2008.

RELIGIONS AND THE GEORGIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH

Georgia is a multiconfessional as well as a multinational society. National groups in Georgia are often associated with particular religions, although the picture is complex. Georgia’s Armenians, for example, are Gregorian (the  majority), Catholic, Protestant, and Russian Orthodox. A substantial number of Georgians are Muslim, Catholic, and Protestant as well as Georgian Orthodox, and Azerbaijanis are divided into Shi’ites and Sunnis. Until recently, Georgia was home to significant numbers of Russian Old Believers, the Dukhobors, and Molokane, and Jews have an ancient history in Georgia going back almost two millennia. Since independence, new Protestant groups have emerged, and old ones have revived. Baptists have been in Georgia for over a century, but the Jehovah’s Witnesses first emerged in significant numbers in the 1990s and, according to unofficial statistics, have reached around 16,000 members. Pentecostals have at least 9,000 adherents and Seventh-Day Adventists’ have around 350.45

Religion and nationalism in Georgia have had an ambivalent relationship, and, despite the revival of religious sentiment in Georgia, the population has not always been so supportive of its national church. The Georgian Orthodox Church (GOC) has experienced long periods of dormancy, anticlericalism, and internal decay. Today, it has become rich (the grandiose Trinity Cathedral overlooking the city is a symbol of the church’s new wealth), and is closely associated in the popular mind with the preservation of Georgian national identity. Since the mid-1990s, it has become the nation’s most trusted institution. The regional context – in particular the presence of Muslim Iran and the Ottoman empire, to the south – promoted the Georgian church as cultural savior and protector of sacred texts. Byzantium’s warrior saints took on a special role in Georgia as defenders of the faith. The church’s militant opposition to Protestant sects is in part a reflection of this embattled sense of self-preservation.

In the 1960s, the GOC experienced a minor revival, accelerated in the 1970s by Ilya II, elected Catholicos-Patriarch of All Georgia in 1977 at the age of 44. Soviet power, after successful repression of the GOC before World War II, in the end reinforced the association between religion and Georgian cultural survival. Marxism-Leninism’s ideological decay and, from the 1960s, an official policy of cultural nationalism in the republics, solidified Georgians’ ethno-confessional identity. It led the dissident Zviad Gamsakhurdia to declare that the ‘struggle against the Georgian church is a struggle against Georgian language and culture …’46 After 1986–7, when such sentiments could be openly expressed, loyalty to the national church became pivotal to all parties and groups. Every parade protesting Soviet power was festooned with crosses and icons, and religious symbology has since colonized the urban landscape.

The GOC coexisted peacefully with other Christian (and Islamic) faiths for centuries, but since independence, orthodoxy has become increasingly exclusive. In a 2003 survey, 95 percent of urban Georgians declared themselves believers to one degree or another and, like the church leadership, saw both Western Evangelicals and the Pope as threatening. Forty-seven percent agreed that the literature of Protestant ‘sects’ should be destroyed, and 81 percent believed ‘sects’ were financed from abroad to undermine Georgian unity.47 Patriarch Ilya II’s decision to abandon the World Council of Churches (WCC) in 1997 (for many Georgian clerics, the WCC is the anti-Christ), his rejection of ecumenism and rebuff of interfaith agreements with the Vatican (supported by student demonstrations in 2003), reflected the church’s retreat into its cave, as well its power on the popular mind. Harry Potter was satanic, and ecumenism a heresy.

The Georgian state claims Christianity is proof of its Europeanness. Yet the de-secularization of politics and the church’s own ethno-national exclusivism suggest a retreat from contemporary Europe. The concordat, signed in 2002, grants Georgian orthodoxy special privileges: immunity (khelsheukhebloba) for the Patriarch, freedom from military service for all GOC servants, tax-free possession of property and land, and the right of the church to teach religious classes in public schools should the school agree. It is not unusual for states to invite the church to legitimize political ceremonies – the US president’s inauguration or the opening of the British parliament are examples – but in Georgia, the separation of church and state is increasingly blurred. In a joint memorandum with the Ministry of Education in 2005, the GOC was given the right to participate in the hiring and firing of religious teachers in state schools (later retracted). The government promised to support the GOC’s religious educational institutions as well as help maintain historical monuments under church ownership.48 The state provides millions of lari for the church out of the state budget including its own TV channel. In 2007, the Patriarch called publicly for a constitutional monarchy (in 2009 a marriage of the two royal Bagrationi lines raised speculation that the Georgian king would return), and has long demanded a new law establishing a legal distinction (as in Russia) between Georgia’s traditional faiths (Orthodoxy, Judaism, Gregorianism) and their Western rivals. In a popular survey in 2003, this proposal received 85 percent backing.49 The concordat, supported by President Saakashvili, was declared unconstitutional in the public defender’s December 2005 report to parliament as it granted unequal rights to religious organizations. Georgia’s other religions were only permitted to register as private noncommercial bodies rather than as legal public entities. In 2011, this was amended, and all religious organizations received equal legal status.
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Muslims at prayer, Namazi village, Pankisi Gorge.


The GOC, like its Orthodox brethren elsewhere in the world, is a conservative institution. The church’s version of nationalism is profoundly anti-Western; such views bring it closer to the Russian Orthodox church with which it has had a close relationship over many centuries. In his sermons, Ilya II condemns abortion and homosexuality, demands the banning of ‘pornography’ on TV, denounces school textbooks for insufficient patriotism, and excoriates what he calls ‘extreme liberalism’.50 Any challenge to church dominance is a challenge to Georgian nationhood. In a sermon in December 2003, the Patriarch warned against ‘pseudo-culture’ from abroad and declared ‘two forces will preserve Georgia’ – Georgia’s ‘Christian mentality and its Orthodox philosophy’.51 He denounced any attempt to give other confessions equal status, and a 2011 survey suggests 69 percent of Georgians agree with him.52 These views challenge Saakashvili’s civic patrie and raise fundamental questions about Georgian identity. Where do the Meskhetians, the Kistis (Chechens in the Pankisi Gorge), the Catholics, and Jews fit into the Georgian nation? The Patriarch’s statements are a retreat from the views of nineteenth-century Georgian patriots like Ilya Chavchavadze, Sergi Meskhi, and Iakob Gogebashvili, who saw no contradiction between being Muslim and Georgian, for example.53 However, internal polemics in the church have spilled into the pages of the Georgian press. A minority of church reformers, who reject the church’s autocratic behavior, have initiated discussion on the church’s role in schools, on its relationship to European churches and human rights, and, most importantly, on its relationship to the state.54

The Georgian church’s popularity surpasses all other institutions in Georgia, but a number of caveats need to be made. First, this was not always the case, even since independence in 1991. The church’s relations with Gamsakhurdia were tense, and the Georgian Patriarch’s baptism of Russian defense minister Pavel Grachev in the early 1990s diminished (albeit temporarily) both his and the church’s reputation. Second, religion for Georgians is primarily a cultural and social phenomenon. Very few regularly attend church or understand Orthodox liturgy and ritual.55 Most religious Georgians are not ‘Christian fundamentalists’, fixed on a literal interpretation of the bible. The church is a symbol of identity, not a guide to life. Third, the increase in religiosity in Georgia is part of a broader global phenomenon, but primarily a reaction to the sundering of traditional values and social identities by post-Soviet capitalism. Demographic losses, rising economic insecurities, corrupt state institutions, and disappointments with the West are at the root of the church’s idealization. Where else can Georgians turn after the dismal failure of nationalist and Western promises? Fourth, religion is rarely a source of conflict between Georgians and their neighbors. The painful disputes over ownership of churches or the construction of Mosques are about resources and cultural primacy, not religion. The persecution of Protestants comes from a rejection of Westernization and its ills. Religion played no role in the Rose Revolution, and the increased religiosity of Muslims in Achara and Marneuli – young Muslims now study at madrassas in Iran, Turkey, and the United Arab Emirates – has had no impact on Georgians’ relations with their Muslim minorities. Fifth, not all confessions are perceived negatively. Catholics, Protestants, Jews, and Muslims are viewed positively by half or more of the urban Georgian population.56 Gregorians and Muslims resent Baptists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Pentecostals as much as Georgian Orthodox do. Sixth, under President Saakashvili, despite the re-emergence of Orthodox groups such as the anti-Darwinian Union of Orthodox Parents, there are few religious persecutions. Father Basil Mkalavishvili, who led book burnings and raids on Baptists and Jehovah’s Witnesses, was imprisoned for eight years in 2004, and a new law on education in 2005 introduced rules that should constrain the church’s influence in schools.57 Finally, the church, despite its anti-Western values, is supported by a population that is mostly pro-European and, in its own mind, at least, a follower of democratic values.

The GOC has an ambivalent relationship with the state. On the one hand, it provides powerful support and legitimacy to Georgia’s government (during the 2008 war, for example). It is a useful ally in Saakashvili’s campaign for order and discipline. At the same time, it is a thorn in the side of the modernizing state. Clerics claimed that marking fingers with ink during elections to prevent repeat voting was against the principles of the church; the Patriarch has condemned international educational exchanges (as well as work abroad) as antipatriotic. Today, no Georgian politician (including the president) or journalist is willing to challenge the GOC’s illiberal ideology publicly. Georgian orthodoxy has become, de facto, the ‘official’ religion of the state. Public defense of the church is imperative for MPs, just as loyalty to the communist faith was 30 years ago. Saakashvili may support religious freedom, but he has never criticized the church leadership for its tacit support of religious persecution, and MPs demonstrably condemned the public defender’s suggestion that the concordat was unconstitutional. In the long term, Paata Zakareishvili worries this obeisance to the church could become ‘a barrier on the path to democratization of the state’.58 It encourages self-censorship, conformity, and indifference to the religious rights of all groups. It could become a powerful weapon in the hands of a populist opposition or, equally perilously for secular reformers, under a strong Patriarch. But despite its popularity, the Georgian church is on the defensive. Jehovah’s Witnesses, Pentecostals, and Baptists are benefiting from a religious revival as much as the Georgian Orthodox. In 2010–11, President Saakashvili plucked up enough courage to attend Baptist, Catholic, and Armenian services for the first time, a sign that the church may be losing its grip in government circles.

GEORGIA’S OTHER NATIONALISMS

Multiethnicity is an inescapable part of Georgian history. It is reflected in the rich and diverse sources of the Georgian language, in the country’s eclectic architecture, its blend of foods, its literature, and in the faces you see in the street. Georgia was what the Spanish call a ‘paÕs de pasar’, a country for ‘passing through’. Romans, Arabs, Iranians, Turks, Mongols, Russians, and the British all occupied Georgia; many more crossed the country in peaceful caravans. Today, the Chinese and Americans add to the multiethnic mix. Knut Hamsun, during a trip to Georgia in 1899, described a scene in Tbilisi. ‘Here they were’, he writes, ‘an assortment of Caucasian peoples, Georgians, mountain people, Ural-Altaic tribes, all kinds of Tatars … Persians, Kurds and Armenians, people from Arabia in the south to Turkestan in the north …’59 Georgia is still visibly multinational, but the last two decades of secessionist wars, internally displaced persons (IDPs), and economic migration have created a country in which the titular population makes up a greater proportion of the state than ever before.

In the West, we have focused on the state-challenging secessionist movements of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, on the repatriation campaign of the Muslim Meskhetians, expelled from southern Georgia in 1944, and on the Kistis on Russia’s border, alleged to be harboring Chechen terrorists with Al-Qaida links. More recently, the far more numerous Armenian and Azerbaijani minorities have received attention due to the Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan oil pipeline that traverses both communities. The Kurds, Yezidis, Russians, Assyrians, and Jews, strategically not so important or numerous, get less attention.

To integrate national minorities, any democratic multinational state must acknowledge the equality of all national groups and recognize their right  to cultural self-determination. At the same time, it needs to create a common political identity, establish a common political authority, and provide ‘outcomes’ such as physical security and opportunities for social mobility. The democratic state must have some control over the socialization process but provide conditions for diversity. In Georgia, these tasks are complicated by the sheer assortment of populations, by poverty, unemployment, and by the intense mistrust inherited from the Gamsakhurdia era.

Nations in Soviet Georgia were unequal, defined as indigenes or settlers, and allocated variable territorial status based on size, compactness, and location. Unusually for such a small republic, Georgia had three ‘national’ territories – the Abkhazian and Acharan autonomous republics and the South Ossetian autonomous region. Over 70 years, these territories became ‘sacralized’, with their own borders, institutions, popular assemblies, and national symbols. In Soviet textbooks, nations were portrayed as fixed entities despite rhetoric about their ultimate disappearance. The native populations in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, though coexisting with Georgians, did not develop a common cultural and political space with them, except, perhaps, in the capital city. In the 1970s, differences in employment and educational levels, or in infrastructural development (road-building, electricity supplies), were interpreted by national minorities as proof of political neglect by the Georgian center. Soviet Georgian histories challenging Abkhazian views of their own ethno-genesis, or public rejection of South Ossetian claims to historical settlement on the southern slopes of the Caucasus, reinforced mistrust of Tbilisi. Titular elites in Abkhazia and South Ossetia conceived these territories as ‘their own’ and feared Georgian independence could end their political, economic, and cultural privileges as well as their security. The actions of the chauvinistic Georgian government of 1990–2 turned these fears into reality.60

Das Gupta argues ethnic conflicts are ‘claims on the powers that decide who should be the beneficiaries of the development process’.61 While this underrates the emotional and historical tensions of relations between Georgia’s national groups, and the role of fear as security evaporates, it highlights the interconnections between economic policy and nationalism. Nationalism is not generated by poverty (Quebec and Belgium should put an end to this idea), but socioeconomic differentiation and national-cultural anxieties are strongly interrelated. Language, education, and cultural advancement are economic issues, related to budget allocations, local government resources, and control of the media.

According to the 2002 census, 31 percent of Georgia’s national minorities claim to speak Georgian fluently (compared to 19.5 percent in 1979). The 1998 Law on Public Service requires all official business be conducted in Georgian (Abkhazian is given special consideration as a second state language in Abkhazia). The law adds to the isolation of national minorities. In 2006, 83.1 percent of non-Georgians in Kvemo-Kartli reported they spoke no Georgian at all; in Samtskhe-Javakheti, the figure was 75.4 percent.62 States use the national curriculum to forge loyalties and attachments, but non-Georgians outside Tbilisi are cut off by language and have little knowledge of Georgian domestic politics, or its laws and history. Under Shevardnadze, the penurious Georgian government relied on civics textbooks from Armenia in which the capital was Yerevan, not Tbilisi. The new Georgian government is attempting to change this through the training and dispatch of professional Georgian-language teachers to non-Georgian areas, by special exemptions in national examinations for non-Georgian speakers, and by building transport infrastructure to connect the regional economies to Tbilisi. A survey among Armenians in Samtskhe-Javakheti in 2004 suggests locals are receptive: 82.3 percent considered the knowledge of Georgian to be essential.63
  

The lack of language skills is directly linked to low-income levels in non-Georgian areas. It contributes to out-migration of skilled youth, to misunderstandings over land and business contracts, to exclusion from government jobs, and to the lack of outside investment. In Armenian regions, which are emptying at a rapid rate, the major concerns are unemployment, education, living standards, depopulation, and land. In Azerbaijani-dominated Marneuli district, 89.2 percent of respondents place unemployment as the major issue; roads came next with 46.4 percent. ‘Interethnic opposition’ concerned only 1.4 percent. Public responses to questionnaires do not reveal the full picture (especially when the questioner is Georgian), but focus groups show that economic problems are blamed on the central government. Many rural Armenians are convinced that joblessness in Javakheti is designed to encourage Armenian out-migration; a ‘white genocide’, as one young Armenian described it, which will allow Georgians from Svaneti and Achara – displaced by natural disasters – to repopulate abandoned Armenian dwellings.64 Similarly, Azerbaijani farmers interpret the corrupt conduct of land reform in the mid-1990s, which included restrictions on the purchase of land in the 21-km. border zone, as a Georgian landgrab. The 1996 ‘Law on Ownership of Agricultural Land’ eased the restrictions, but land was retained by the Ministry of Defense and other government bodies, which illegally leased it to (mostly Georgian) outsiders at preferential rates.

The ‘stateness’ problem is a stumbling block to Georgia’s democracy. Abkhazia and South Ossetia are dependent on Russia for security, but since 2008 have ‘independence’ which they are unwilling to surrender. Opinion polls in Abkhazia suggest the population is unforgiving toward Georgians.65 Georgia’s absence of language and nationality laws clarifying national minorities’ rights has given them reason to suspect the Georgian government’s sincerity. Encouraging loyalty to the state among non-Georgians will depend on policies that are relevant to their everyday life, such as remuneration for unjust land distribution, employment in local administration, and access to higher education for their children. The electoral system needs to be changed to give non-Georgians better – and more meaningful – representation in the legislature. The Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe’s (OSCE) Lund Recommendations on the Effective Participation of National Minorities in Public Life elaborates a whole system of mechanisms to improve effective participation at all levels of governance. It reminds OSCE member states that ‘the essence of participation is involvement, both in terms of the opportunity to make substantive contributions to decision-making processes and in terms of the effect of those contributions’.66

CONTINUITY OR DISCONTINUITY

Georgian nationalism has a long, mottled history, including extensive periods of peaceful coexistence and integration. The interesting question is not so much ‘continuities’ of violence and ethnic conflict, but the discontinuities. What was it that made the new Georgian state, supported by the majority of its population, a violent threat to some (not all) of its minorities upon the establishment of independence?67 What made these fairly good neighbors into bad ones? And what led to radical nationalism, and to its failure by the mid-1990s? There are at least three factors which influenced the radicalization of Georgian nationalism between 1989 and 1995: a post-Soviet ‘democratic’ leadership, a state crisis, and outside intervention.

First of all, the Soviet Union left behind a theatrical cast of heroes and enemies. The pseudo-politics of the Soviet state left the narrowest space for development of a critically engaged public that could experience negotiation, compromise, and process. Soviet leaders, government institutions, and the law were seen as corrupt, or as conspiring against Georgian interests. In the midst of a national crisis, Zviad Gamsakhurdia – young, religious, and son of a famous patriot – fit the anti-communist hero Georgians were seeking. At the same time, he was a Soviet product – intolerant, and conspiratorial. His populist rhetoric stimulated Georgian anxieties about the loss of control in their own republic.68

Second, the state rapidly disintegrated after independence. Its collapse democratized and polarized political space. Politics was driven by a combination of euphoria and fear, and by a scramble for resources and power. Ethno-territorial consciousness and a primitive Manichaeism led to fragmentation and a retreat into ethnicity as a source of protection in horribly insecure times.

Third, interference by Russian politicians, especially in Abkhazia, encouraged minorities to resist Georgian dominance (although in the Azerbaijani and Armenian cases, intervention by their ‘mother-states’ moderated conflict). Russia’s ‘protection’ of the Ossetians and Abkhazians exemplified the third axis of Brubaker’s triangular nexus: that of a ‘mother’ state claiming to protect its ‘own’ – if not its ethnic own, at least its linguistic adoptees.69 Russian protection was not based on ethnic sympathies, but on an ideological alliance of the state and Russian political organizations that urged resistance to pro-Western Georgian state-builders.70

DE-RADICALIZATION AND RE-RADICALIZATION

As quickly as radicalization appeared, it disappeared. By the second half of the 1990s, Georgian history was being cited by Shevardnadze as a positive example of interethnic cooperation.71 Militant nationalist organizations like the National Independence Party, the Merab Kostava Society, and St Ilya the Righteous Society, which had dominated political discourse from 1989 to 1992, became marginalized. Why did they lose their appeal so quickly? First, because the illiberal populism of the Gamsakhurdia leadership was dysfunctional, it brought civil war, regional fragmentation, and isolation from Europe. Conflict with national minorities and civil strife between Georgians was cathartic – it led to a yearning for peace, order, and the old ideals of multinational cooperation. Second, the Gamsakhurdia era accelerated Georgians’ political maturity. Skepticism of radical claims quickly followed Georgia’s defeat in the Georgian–Abkhazian war in September 1993. The anti-Russian policies of Gamsakhurdia propelled the country toward a realization that its northern neighbor had to be accommodated.

Third, there was the role of European and international organizations in Georgia. Georgians thought of themselves as Europeans and deserving members of the Western cultural community. Gamsakhurdia’s crass alienation of Western leaders did not fit with Georgian expectations of alliance with the West. Europeanness required conformity to ideals of civil and minority rights, and the rule of law. Official acceptance into the Western community, which followed on Shevardnadze’s return to Georgia in March 1992, also brought hope of economic support.

Finally, de-radicalization followed a shift in the power elite. Shevardnadze’s return led to the restoration of Georgia’s former nomenklatura – regional party secretaries, komsomol officials, enterprise managers, and moderate intellectuals. Young pro-European modernizers, often educated abroad, reinforced the new pragmatism. Shevardnadze did not abandon nationalism but reframed it from a state-seeking activity to a state-building activity. He ‘institutionalized’ nationalism, emphasizing reconciliation and a return to Georgia’s alliance with Europe. This ‘defanged’ nationalism was accompanied, as Brubaker puts it, by ‘declining curves of mobilization’.72

The Rose Revolution reengaged the population with direct action, popular participation, and youthful dynamism. Yet, unlike previous revolts, it was nonviolent and quickly established – ideologically at least – an anti-revolutionary agenda. The revolution rapidly transformed itself into state-directed patriotism, combining official multiculturalism and controlled mobilization with martial propaganda and patriotic youth camps. Saakashvili’s hope is that growing prosperity and a Georgian-led civic patriotism will glue Georgia together. However, Saakashvili’s conundrum is how to promote a strong integrated state – which requires dismantling corrupt ethnocracies, promoting the Georgian language, and increasing the state’s authority – without conjuring up fears of Georgianization. So far, he has failed to allay non-Georgian anxieties, in large part due to a neglect of genuine power-sharing. His emphasis on central control (the emasculation of Achara’s autonomy in 2004, the 2005 local government reform), and economic minimalism, has widened inequalities between regions, and between ethnic groups. The view that a prosperous Georgia would attract non-Georgians, like the South Ossetians, into the fold ignores the uneven process of wealth creation. A richer Tbilisi will likely increase resentments among poor peripheral regions. Growth and prosperity have not reached the Armenian district of Javakheti, for example, where, if we exclude the rural self-employed population, four out of five adults lack full-time work.

Ethnic conflict is too ambiguous to describe the conflicts in Georgia. It assumes that members of the conflicting national groups support the objectives and strategies of their leaders. It flattens the different intensities and levels of conflict. What about fear of political and economic change, economic self-interest, the protection of privilege, and the role of powerful neighboring states as sources of conflict? Violence between national groups can defy all models and predictions, but the Georgian–Abkhazian and Georgian–Ossetian cases strongly suggest the ‘ethnicization’ of these disputes paralleled the mobilization of the population rather than preceded it. Conflict and war produce nationalism as much as the other way round.73

In the Georgian–Abkhazian and Georgian–Ossetian disputes, the conflicts began with constitutional issues, rights of self-government, and territorial status (the ‘war of laws’). Gamsakhurdia did not reject Abkhazian claims to special political and cultural rights; the issue for him was the preservation of Georgian national sovereignty. But as the conflicts intensified, especially after the outbreak of violence in July 1989 in Abkhazia and in 1990 in South Ossetia, the rhetoric shifted to discord over cultural and historical incompatibilities. The conflict became self-sustaining with each confrontation, reinforcing a sense of injustice, exclusion, and insecurity on all sides. It may be that violence would have occurred in any case, but in both Abkhazia and South Ossetia, the intrusion of outsiders from Tbilisi and Moscow inflamed the situation.74

The link between ethnic conflict and violence in Georgia is the result of three erroneous assumptions: that if the groups are ‘ethnic’, then the conflict’s source must be ethnic; that ethnic conflict is an explosion waiting to happen; and that all ethnic conflicts are irrational and therefore likely to end in violence. All these premises lead us to a flawed analysis of the role of nationalism in Georgia.

CONCLUSION

Historically, Georgian nationalism is a paler version of most European nationalisms. It is extraordinary, given the scale of military threats to Georgian national integrity, how restrained Georgians have been regarding the loss of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. This is partly explained by political fatigue, but even during the war in Abkhazia in 1992–3, few Georgians were willing to risk their lives for a campaign that to many, in Tbilisi at least, was a distant war. Most fighters were followers of militia leaders like Jaba Ioseliani and Tengiz Kitovani, or Georgians from Sukhumi defending their homes. That is not to suggest Georgians were unpatriotic, but the picture of a mass movement motivated and sustained by militant nationalist passions inherited from the past is inadequate. One wonders how Americans would have reacted to a comparative loss of US territory and internal interference from a powerful neighboring state. I suspect they would not have shown Georgians’ coolness.

The issues that dominate Georgian minds today are the economy, jobs, inflation, health, and pensions. Just as I would not judge American nationalism by the statements of militia leaders or populist politicians, so I would make no assumptions about radical Georgian nationalism based on Georgian leaders’ rhetoric or alarming reports from Reuters or the Associated Press. Many Georgians continue to voice strong anti-Abkhazian, anti-Ossetian, and, less openly, anti-Armenian sentiments. Before the August war, a majority of polled Georgians did not approve of granting greater autonomy to Abkhazia or South Ossetia.75 But as Anatoly Lieven pointed out in his intelligent dissection of Chechen nationalism:

the world is full of nations which regularly indulge in outbursts of nationalist rhetoric, and still more of elites who use such rhetoric to mask their real and ugly motives for holding onto state power. How many, though, actually have the ability or will to carry out their rhetoric in reality?76

Georgian nationalism shares with other nations what Tom Nairn has called nationalism’s Janus-like face, looking both backward and forward.77 Resentful about the impact of globalization, most Georgians want to become part of it; sharing a largely ethno-cultural conception of nationhood, they support multicultural policies based on an idealized view of their own past; strong believers in national sovereignty, Georgians yearn to become members of the European Union, an organization that restricts sovereignty.

Under the leadership of Gamsakhurdia, and in the context of imperial collapse, Georgian nationalism resembled the exclusionary movements of the late twentieth century described by Eric Hobsbawm.78 It was radical, populist, and anti-establishment. But the loss of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, civil war, and the threat of regionalism created the context for the elite-managed nationalism of Shevardnadze and the emotional but modernizing nationalism of Saakashvili. Both used nationalism as an instrument for stabilizing the state, not destabilizing it.

Georgia is not an ethno-neutral state, a rare achievement anywhere in the world. The constitutional primacy of the Georgian church, the reluctance to introduce a comprehensive law protecting national minorities, and the political abuse of opponents based on alleged ethnic origins (Saakashvili has been accused of being Armenian) testify to an ethno-cultural core in Georgian national identity. But at the same time, aspirations to join the European Union have forced Georgian elites to incorporate international norms protecting minority rights into their national legislation. Ethno-cultural issues play no significant role in foreign policy. Turkey, for example, although not fully trusted by ordinary Georgians, has been transformed from a Muslim threat into a friendly NATO ally.

Georgian nationalism is unlikely to develop into a liberal integrationist model any time soon, in part because Georgia’s own national minorities find this unacceptable. They want to be treated as separate national groups and preserve a system that Rasma Karklins has termed ‘ethno-pluralism’, one that recognizes and accommodates separate national rights.79 Georgia’s rich multinational traditions provide support for such a model. But the model’s effectiveness depends on the state’s authority, on a stable regional environment (while Russian intervention persists, reconciliation between the Abkhazians and Georgians is impossible), and on a change in Georgia’s social and economic policies. Georgia’s ‘ethnic’ problems are not ‘autonomous’. They cannot be isolated from a complex mix of Georgian legacies and attitudes, or separated from economic and social pressures. The closer you get to the ‘ethnic’ features of Georgia’s population, the less useful they become in explaining the sources of conflict, or in helping find a solution.
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WAR

Following independence, Georgia experienced four wrenching wars. Two secessionist wars and a civil war erupted in the early 1990s, brought on by the collapse of Soviet state institutions. In August 2008, war convulsed the country again, this time directly with Russia. Just before midnight on August 7th, after years of sporadic fighting, Georgian forces attacked Tskhinvali, South Ossetia’s ‘capital’. South Ossetia is a tiny mountainous territory on the southern slopes of the Greater Caucasus range. Before the war, about 30,000 of the estimated 70,000 population were Georgian, the rest were South Ossetian, with some Armenians and Russians. South Ossetians established their own government in the 1990s, staffed by large numbers of Russian state employees; its security until August 2008 was ‘assured’ by a quadripartite peacekeeping force known as the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) Joint Peace Keeping Force (JPKF). The JPKF was dominated by Russian troops, erroneously termed ‘peacekeepers’.

For 18 years, South Ossetia was an imminent war; the United Nations (UN) and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) showed little coordination, spent minimal resources and, despite their penchant for dialogue, practically guaranteed the conflict by endorsing the CIS (i.e. Russia) as the local ‘peacekeeper’. Russia’s membership of the UN Security Council made it practically impossible to push through any international peace initiative. Russia and the South Ossetian authorities consistently resisted international and Georgian proposals for a federal solution to South Ossetian status, or any change in the flawed peacekeeping operation. The South Ossetian government demanded either union with North Ossetia or independence. The Georgian government saw South Ossetian claims for national liberation as marginal to the conflict. Temuri Yakobashvili, Georgia’s former State Minister for Integration, argues that the conflict is not ethnic, but political: he points to the fact that South Ossetians and Georgians live peacefully side by side elsewhere in Georgia.1 Certainly, non-ethnic factors, such as Russia’s strategic goals, economic dislocation at home, conflicts over trade and smuggling among different groups, and local Russian military interests, contributed to a conflict that was largely constructed and sustained from above. But the Georgian government’s support of the expulsion of South Ossetians from Gori, Borjomi, and elsewhere in 1990–1, its rejection of the South Ossetian leadership’s claims to represent the interests of South Ossetians, deafness to North Ossetian calls for participation in talks, and the failure to tackle the national question at home made the slide toward war easier for those who wished it.2

The Georgian government claimed its attack on Tskhinvali on August 7th, 2008 was provoked by a Russian invasion that had begun earlier that day. There is evidence to support this.3 Yakobashvili was dispatched to Tskhinvali in the afternoon to negotiate. South Ossetian leaders refused to meet him.4 The Georgian National Security Council, in emergency session, received reports of Russian tank movements, and declared a unilateral ceasefire later that evening. Within a few hours, as reports of Russian tank movements into Georgia continued, the order was rescinded. Russia’s 58th army, stationed in North Ossetia in July for military exercises (‘Caucasus 2008’) based on a scenario that included enforcing peace in conflict zones, entered Georgia through the Roki tunnel that links South and North Ossetia. The Russian leadership claimed that it invaded only after the Georgian shelling of Tskhinvali. It did so, it said, because Georgians were killing its citizens (most South Ossetians had become Russian citizens under provisions of a 2002 Russian citizenship law) and its peacekeepers. Its wildest accusation was that the Georgian government was committing genocide. This was a pretext for invoking R2P, or the ‘responsibility to protect’ a persecuted population on humanitarian grounds.5 The Georgians, by contrast framed the war as ‘civilizational’, as an attack on European values of human rights, democracy, and sovereignty, drawing parallels with the Soviet invasion of Poland in 1939, the crushing of the Hungarian revolt in 1956, and the occupation of Prague in 1968. It was, by implication, both an imperial and authoritarian threat to European stability and peace.6

The conflict lasted five days. (It has since been made into a dreadful Hollywood blockbuster.) The Georgian army, despite some success in air defense and artillery engagements, was unprepared. Its elite brigade was in Al-Kut, Iraq, and there was poor strategic planning at the army headquarters (the hope was to hold off Russian troops at the Gupta bridge north of Tskhinvali until the international community stepped in). Georgian armed forces were overwhelmed by superior Russian numbers.7 By August 11th, Georgian troops had withdrawn from most of South Ossetia and were streaming home. They bundled into cars of passing motorists, and warned Tbilisi residents to flee the city. Russian forces occupied Poti, Zugdidi, and Senaki from the west and Gori from the north. The Georgian air force remained hidden, but the bulk of the Georgian navy was not so lucky and was destroyed at its moorings in Poti. Land communication between east and west Georgia was severed. Alongside Ossetian irregulars, Russian troops ethnically cleansed Georgian villages in South Ossetia, burning their properties and, in some cases, executing civilians.8

Altogether, 850 were killed on both sides and over 130,000 were forced to leave their homes.9 The invasion and de facto annexation of Georgian territory was a strategic setback for US policy in the region and a major challenge to international law that will have lasting consequences (Putin claims the recognition of independent Kosovo was the real watershed in international law). The EU mediated a ceasefire on August 15th, but in all other respects the invasion was met with a weak response by the international community (EU members Poland and the Baltic republics demanded tougher action, but were overruled). There was indignation – Russia had flouted the principles of national sovereignty and the inviolability of borders – but no sanctions. Western countries – and NATO – have since reestablished amicable relations with Russia. The UN Charter proved worthless, as did Europe’s own security structures; the decision of the UN’s International Court of Justice in July 2010, which recognized secessionist states’ rights to declare independence, was hardly favorable to Georgia.10 The Georgian opposition accused the government of a major blunder. It claimed the leadership had overestimated Georgian military capability, underestimated the Russian reaction, and undermined the modus vivendi Shevardnadze had achieved with the South Ossetian authorities. The decision to launch an indiscriminate artillery barrage on Tskhinvali, a civilian target, was a gross error that lost Georgia international sympathy and violated international humanitarian law.

In 2008, Georgia’s armed forces looked better prepared than in 2004. Up from 12,000 in 2003 to 32,000 in 2008, four brigades were trained by US marines through a US-funded Georgian Train and Equip Program (GTEP, 2002–4) and from 2005 in a Security and Sustainment Operations Program (GSSOP). Along with major increases in US military aid since 2001, Georgian government spending on defense reached 1.5 billion GEL (about a billion dollars) in 2008. This represented growth from 1 to 8 percent of GDP in four years.11 Military spending made up almost one-fourth of the 2008 budget, and about one-third of all expenditure went on the purchase of equipment. The army had shiny new barracks in Senaki and Gori, and military hardware and training from Israel, Ukraine, and the Czech Republic (not always in working order). Georgian officers studied in military academies in the United States, Germany, Turkey and the United Kingdom, and were granted extensive financial rewards, including a free apartment if they completed their service. By 2008, 80 percent of Georgian soldiers were on contract, and a mandatory system of reservists was introduced in 2006 with the goal of training 100,000 by 2012 (an ambitious idea dropped after the reserves disastrous performance during the war). Despite this investment, the Georgian armed forces were still the smallest in South Caucasia.

The war revealed serious problems with the Georgian military build-up. The government’s spending spree was secretive, often wasted on old Soviet stock from Ukraine and the Czech Republic, or on specialized equipment for which there was inadequate training (during the August campaign, Georgians were unable to handle specialized US communications equipment and relied on cell phones that the Russian military easily accessed). The US training was not for an offensive war (at least this was the US claim), but for counterinsurgency and peacekeeping operations, and US military aid under the IMET and EXBS programs was very limited.12 The reservists received only 18–24 days of basic training, which led to disastrous results after 10,000 were dispatched to defend Gori. There was a reckless replacement of career officers (200 officers were sacked under minister of defense Orkruashvili between 2004 and 2006, including the army chief of staff), and Georgian officers, though better trained, lacked exposure to combat, especially urban combat. Worst of all, there was an unjustified conviction, expressed by Georgian leaders, that Georgia’s army was the best in the Caucasus and ready to repulse external threats. Yet the war was not due to a reckless Georgian leadership, as is often claimed, but to successive Georgian governments that failed to tackle the domestic sources of conflict.13

In May 2008, Georgian government officials were already warning international audiences that Russia was preparing for war. Evidence mounted; Russian military over flights in Georgia increased in July, the number of armed ‘peacekeepers’ in Abkhazia and South Ossetia was increased, Tskhinvali was evacuated, and Russian and Ossetian irregulars arrived in South Ossetia in early August. Russian journalist Pavel Felgenhauer, based on the swiftness and scope of the Russian invasion, argued that Russian leaders had been planning the war for months. He concluded: ‘the invasion was inevitable, no matter what the Georgians did’.14

Western leaders’ response was to urge Georgia not to succumb to military provocations. According to some American observers (and former Georgian Defense Minister, Irakli Okruashvili), Georgians were also preparing for war and had stationed an artillery brigade in Gori, 25 kilometers from the South Ossetian border.15 In the post-mortems that followed defeat, including a Georgian parliamentary commission and the EU’s anodyne Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia (IIFFMCG – led by Heidi Tagliavini, former EU special representative to the South Caucasus), President Saakashvili declared that, as head of state, he had no choice. Russian actions threatened the Georgian state’s very existence. In fact, there were choices in the years and months leading up to the war, but Saakashvili was undecided whether his administration was preparing to fight a war, or to prevent one.16 Saakashvili had ignored previous opportunities – in 2005 and 2008 – which would have committed all sides (Abkhaz, Georgians, and South Ossetians) to the non-resumption of war (Georgia finally made that commitment in November 2010). Saakashvili persisted in emotional rhetoric promising to take back Georgia’s land. He did not bring the Georgian opposition into the policy debate and his speeches constantly assailed the ‘Russian enemy’.17 At the same time, Georgia offered concessions, including a free trade zone in Gali and Ochamchire (in Abkhazia), the opening of the railway line between Sukhumi and Tbilisi, and significant powers of self-government to both regions, all of which were rejected by the Abkhazian and South Ossetian governments.

By 2008, in the heat of the moment, Georgian government choices were narrowed to two – resist or retreat. For years, both Shevardnadze and Saakashvili had shown remarkable restraint against Russian provocations and violations of international law. Tbilisi had reacted pacifically to Russian bombing of Georgian villages in South Ossetia in the decade leading up to the war, successfully avoided Russian provocations in Pankisi Gorge in 2002 by prompt police action (the removal of Chechen fighters from the gorge) and in 2004 retreated from the brink after a military clash with South Ossetian forces, which left 22 Georgian soldiers dead. But on August 7th, concessions were useless and the withdrawal from South Ossetia by the Georgian army would have been politically disastrous for Saakashvili. Yakobashvili argues that the Georgian government knew it could not win the war, but had to gain time.18 In short, the choices for Georgia by August 8th, 2008 were all bad.
  

In addition to the human catastrophe, schools, bridges, ports, and shipping were destroyed; trade was disrupted and agricultural production in the Gori plain lost. Forests in the Borjomi-Kharagauli and Ateni valleys were torched by Russian jets, looking for Georgia’s secreted air force, and the BTC pipeline was threatened by Russian bombing nearby. Although the flow of oil was only briefly disrupted, the bombs raised doubts about the security of the South Caucasian Energy corridor. In all, Georgia suffered $1.2 billion damage to its economy, National Bank reserves declined 40 percent, the country’s credit rating dropped dramatically and foreign investors ended plans for oil refineries, grain terminals, and hotels.19 The war underlined Georgia’s economic vulnerability, including its dependence on capital inflows to finance a widening current account deficit. The World Bank predicted that, as a result of the war, poverty and unemployment would rise 2–3 percent. The government must now support two generations of internally displaced persons (IDPs) numbering over 280,000 since 1991 (around 7 percent of the population).20 The administration reacted promptly to the post-war emergency, but paradoxically, after Russia’s de facto annexation of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, the prospects for stability in Saakashvili’s second term improved. The uncertainty over Abkhazian and South Ossetian status for the foreseeable future is gone.

The war underlined the major security challenges Georgia faces. It was the culmination – not the beginning – of an 18-year conflict. It showed that for small countries like Georgia, national security is about survival, and that every poor decision is a potential disaster.21 It illustrated the historical entanglements of interethnic relations, the vulnerabilities along Georgia’s borders in Chechnya, Azerbaijan and North Ossetia, and the rivalries of regional and great powers. It bared the connections between war and the economy, not just in terms of costs, but the links between conflict, corruption, and crime. It demonstrated the importance of democratic institutions (particularly those involved with civil–military relations) and public debate as mechanisms of control over the executive. The war reinforced Georgia’s Western orientation but exposed the illusion of the West’s dependability. The United States provided massive aid after the war, continued to train Georgian troops, and declared its public support for Georgian sovereignty. But it ended sales of lethal military hardware and, under a new president, began rapprochement with Russia.22 Most European states (except for some in the eastern half of the EU), equivocal toward Georgia before the war, were more so afterward. The European Commission promised $500 million in aid on condition that it would not be spent on rearming the country.
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The casualties of war, August 2008.

Military solutions are impossible for Georgia – but Georgia remains vulnerable to attack. Russia continues to ignore the stipulations of the August 12th, six-point plan that required it to pull back its troops to pre-war borders. The OSCE has not been allowed to resume its operations in South Ossetia and Georgian IDPs cannot return.23 Georgia, as a small state sandwiched between great powers, must play an artful diplomatic game. The Rose Revolutionaries were skilful in 2004–5, negotiating the exit of Russian bases, but their patriotic-military ideology, intense rearmament, and clumsy exposure of a Russian spy ring in 2006 (which triggered a partial Russian embargo on Georgian goods) diminished the chances of stable relations and peace with Russia. Worst of all, military growth encouraged among Rose Revolutionaries the ‘security of power’, which, as Reinhold Niebuhr reminded us, is a ‘false security to which all men are tempted’.

Western governments, in stark contrast to their involvement in the Balkans, have neglected Georgia’s conflicts. The West’s recognition of Kosovan independence in February 2008, the silence on Chechnya, and the refusal to grant Georgia a membership action plan (MAP) in NATO in April 2008 were all part of the chain of events that led to the invasion. Western governments naively believed that Russia would not invade. But the war was a reminder that Georgia was vital to European security. An unstable Georgia will undermine the EU’s energy strategy, and weak secessionist states like Abkhazia and South Ossetia will exacerbate immigration on its eastern borders and strengthen drug and other criminal networks. Georgia borders eastern Turkey, it is a neighbor to Iran, and has been important to the US struggle against terrorism in the Middle East, both as a provider of troops to Afghanistan and as part of the transit network that brings supplies from Poti to Kazakhstan (known as the northern distribution route).24 Georgia is crucial to the diversity of oil supplies in the Caspian region and will always impact Russian relations with the West. The button cannot be permanently ‘reset’ between Russia and the United States without settling the Georgian and, more broadly, South Caucasian issues. Of the eight conflicts in the post-Soviet space, six are in the Caucasus. More fundamentally, the war was an indication that Georgian state-building – including economic development – had gone awry under the Rose Revolutionaries. In his 2008 inaugural speech, Saakashvili declared: ‘We rise or fall as a nation depending on the strength and integrity of our institutions: a strong democracy; an empowered opposition; an independent judiciary; a civilian-led military; an accountable government; and a thriving civil society’.25 If these Kantian aspects of the democratic republic had been in place, the war would have been less likely. Russia would have had less opportunity, as Saakashvili put it, to ‘break the fortress from within’ and exploit Georgia’s vulnerabilities.26

SECURITY AND GEOGRAPHY

The South Caucasus has been historically a strategic borderland, at once a barrier and pathway between Asia and Europe and between the Muslim south and the northern steppes.27 The region was traversed by one of the many tributaries of the silk roads. Tbilisi, a major entrepôt brimming with caravanserais, slave traders and spice merchants, has drawn in Mongols, Arabs, the Iranian Safavids, Ottoman Turks, Russians, and the British. These foreign occupations enriched the South Caucasus in many ways, but also aggravated the fissures between local leaders, regions, and, later in the twentieth century, Georgia’s nations and religions. This led to insecure statehood. Georgian rulers have always faced difficult and limited security choices; international competition over the South Caucasian energy corridor and the Black Sea region, negotiations over alliance memberships with the CIS and NATO, the presence in Georgia of foreign soldiers, including Russians and Americans, and conflicts with secessionist movements – all are reincarnations of national security issues that have plagued Georgian rulers since the middle ages.

Georgia’s geography has brought benefits. Tbilisi serves as a trading and transport hub in the region, and Georgia’s Black Sea coast gives access to European trade. At the end of the nineteenth century, Batumi was one of the major oil terminals in the world, and the expansion of the EU into Bulgaria and Romania in 2004 made Georgia a neighboring state. Energy networks such as Transport Corridor Europe–Caucasus–Asia (TRACECA) and Interstate Oil and Gas Transportation to Europe (INOGATE), promoted by the international community, have encouraged Georgian leaders to think of Georgia as a ‘geographical pivot’ between East and West. Azerbaijan and Armenia export their goods through Georgia and, because of its access to European markets, Georgia is an important trade partner to Iran and Central Asia.

Georgia’s occidental orientation was strengthened by the British- and American-backed trans-Caucasian pipeline. Oil transit aligned Georgia with Turkey (a NATO member and EU aspirant) and the West, and de-aligned it with Russia. That had consequences for Georgia when it became involved in energy rivalries between Russia and the United States, and a target of punitive Russian actions, including gas cutoffs in 2001 and again in 2006. During the August 2008 war, Russia bombed close to Georgia’s oil and gas pipelines, not to destroy, but to demonstrate the vulnerability of the trans-Caucasian energy corridor. Russia’s motives for invading Georgia in 2008 were multiple, but the region’s geo-economic significance was prominent among them.
  

The nature of the modern state and globalization have changed the character of security – states are as concerned by drug traffic, health, migration, and global warming as they are by borders and sovereignty. But in Georgia’s case, geography remains existential. Mountains, borders, and powerful neighbors are at the heart of Georgian history and security and, since the end of the Cold War, the competition for resources has magnified Georgia’s key geographical role. But national minorities on the country’s borders adjacent to kin states (Armenians in Javakheti, Azerbaijanis in Marneuli, and Ossetians in South Ossetia) complicate Georgia’s transit potential. Georgian fears of irredentist movements among its national minorities were used effectively by Soviet Russia to subvert the Georgian Democratic Republic in 1918–21. The last two decades in Georgia suggest that dissatisfied national minorities continue to attract interest from foreign powers.

Georgia’s national security is bound up with its neighborhood. Georgia is a Caucasian state. Historical, political, and trade relations with its neighbors are vital elements of security. Enmity is not a defining historical feature of Georgian relations with its Caucasian neighbors. Empires, such as the Ottoman and the Russian, not only occupied the region and divided Caucasians, but united them in administrative and economic regions. The Russian empire established a single Caucasian territory under a viceroy, and in the twentieth century there were numerous attempts to create regional federations, including the Transcaucasian Democratic Federative Republic (ZDFR) in February 1918 and the Transcaucasian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (ZSFSR) in March 1922. Caucasian émigrés (pre- and post-1917), despite their fractiousness, united into all-Caucasian organizations such as the Polish-sponsored Promethée in the 1920s.28 The USSR’s industrial programs, from railways to road and factory networks, led to the creation of regional economic bodies like the Transcaucasian Economic Region in the 1930s and a Transcaucasian Regional Economic Council (sovnarkhoz) under Khrushchev in the 1960s.
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The construction of the BTC pipeline.


Gamsakhurdia alienated Georgia’s own national minorities, but proposed a union with North Caucasians. President Shevardnadze, who as Soviet Foreign Minister promoted interdependence among states, urged the formation of a Common Caucasian Home and a Caucasian Common Market. President Saakashvili in August 2010 proposed a confederation with Azerbaijan and in a  speech to the United Nations in September 2010 called for a united Caucasus. He declared: ‘there is no North and South Caucasus, there is one Caucasus, that belongs to Europe and will one day join the European family of free nations’.29 Georgia’s visibility and significance to the United States and the EU would be minimal without cooperative neighbors like Azerbaijan and Turkey. But while a geo-economic Caucasian space makes sense, the region’s diversity, internal rivalry, poverty, and neo-imperial pretensions from abroad (notably Russia) have stimulated regional fragmentation.

It is no surprise that, given the record so far, Georgia looks for broader regional alliances such as the Black Sea Economic Cooperation organization (BSEC, established in 1992), the Organization for Democracy and Development (ODED–GUAM, 2001), and the Community of Democratic Choice (CDC, 2005), though none of them function as security organizations.30 Ultimately, cooperation among all Caucasian states (and peoples) on trade, crime prevention, or on Caucasian energy and environment issues, is Georgia’s best guarantee of security and prosperity. In 2008, concerned about the reverberations of Caucasian conflicts among its own minorities, Turkey launched a Caucasus Stability and Cooperation Platform (CSCP). It underlined the growing importance for Turkey of secure access to Azerbaijan and Central Asia, but, equally importantly, Europe’s need for stable states on an exposed eastern border.

GEORGIA AND RUSSIA

Georgia’s relations with Russia have been characterized by necessity and ambivalence: necessity because Russia represented a powerful Christian and modernizing neighbor, capable of protecting Georgia from Muslim empires to the south and Caucasian raiders dependent on plunder from the north; ambivalence because Russia was culturally overbearing and imperial. The Georgian view of Russia as both patron and predator, and as progressive and backward, has been at the heart of polemics among Georgian elites since the eighteenth century.31 Georgian intellectuals condemned Russia’s annexation of eastern Georgia in 1801, a violation of the Georgievsk Treaty of 1783, designed to give Georgia Russian protectorate status. They saw Russia as uncivilized and unfree, often expressed in ‘geopoetic’ terms of the enslaved steppe dweller versus the free-spirited mountaineer.32 At the same time, many Georgians, including Ilya Chavchavadze, acknowledged incorporation into the empire saved Georgia from demographic catastrophe and stimulated a cultural renaissance. Russia was, for many in the Georgian royal family, a haven, and Georgian aristocrats were well integrated into Russia’s ruling class. Strong literary, military, and familial links between the two cultures deepened in the Soviet period. Despite the purges of the 1930s and the repressive controls of the post-Stalin era, many Georgians confess that they benefited from Russian culture and Soviet social and economic policies. There has rarely been any personal animosity between Georgians and Russians, even when illegal Georgian immigrants were expelled en masse from Russia in 2006.33 For Georgians who grew up in the USSR, Russia is not alien, but intimate. It is also an important source of income. The Russian government estimates that between 400,000 and 1 million Georgians live and work in Russia today.34 A 2009 survey showed that two out of five Georgian citizens (39 percent) still have relatives or friends in Russia.35

However, unlike Georgia’s nineteenth-century intelligentsia, post-Soviet Georgian intellectuals do not view the Russian or Soviet empires as ‘European’. The Russian empire is often characterized as ‘Asiatic’, the USSR as anti-Western, and contemporary Russia as anti-democratic. Gamsakhurdia, a one-time lecturer in American literature, was strongly motivated by anti-Russianism, a feature inherited from his novelist father, Konstantin Gamsakhurdia. Gamsakhurdia junior rejected any positive legacy of Russia in Georgia’s economic and cultural life. Georgian history since the nineteenth century was represented as an anticolonial struggle, illustrated by anti-Soviet revolts and demonstrations in 1924, 1956, and 1989.36 The choice was subservience or independence. Gamsakhurdia promoted what Alexandre Rondeli calls ‘strategic idealism’, or an expectation that the West would pay its debt to Georgia and release it from Russia’s embrace.37 Yet Gamsakhurdia’s anti-Russian rhetoric had little support among Western leaders, or among the majority of Georgians. After his ouster in January 1992, the intensely ideological period of Georgian politics which had triumphed over interests and realism, ended.38

Shevardnadze’s government embodied the traditional pragmatism of Georgian elites toward Russia. Shevardnadze’s opponents accused him of pro-Russianism: Shevardnadze saw it as realism. Georgia joined the CIS (under Russian pressure) in 1993, signed a Georgian–Russian Friendship Treaty in 1995, accepted Russian (officially CIS) peacekeeping forces in Abkhazia, agreed to Russian military bases in Georgia, and supported Russian intervention in Chechnya. But Shevardnadze also committed Georgia to NATO membership; joined the Partnership for Peace (PfP) program, the IMF, the World Bank, the Council of Europe; and signed on to European conventions and treaties, including membership of the European Neighborhood Policy (ENP). Russian border guards were removed and the BTC pipeline, an energy alliance with the West, was built. Shevardnadze played a sophisticated game with his more powerful neighbors. The West was desirable but not attainable, and Russia was undesirable but not alienable.

Shevardnadze’s compromises with Russia dovetailed with growing Georgian skepticism in the 1990s toward the West, and an acknowledgment that Russia had to be part of Georgia’s future. Most Georgians resent Russian imperial behavior, reject a Russian military presence, and support NATO membership, but polls have consistently reflected popular pragmatism. In a 1998 poll, 43 percent believed Georgia should ally itself either with Russia and the CIS or with Russia and the West jointly.39 In 2007, 52.6 percent of Georgians (including a majority of Saakashvili supporters) wanted improved relations with Russia – even at the expense of the United States – and in August 2009, one year after the war, 54 percent still favored cooperation with Russia.40 These figures do not represent pro-Russian sentiments (90 percent of the respondents in 2009 characterized Russia as ‘unfriendly’) as much as recognition that Russia is a neighbor and the United States is not. There is no organized pro-Russian movement in Georgia today, but anti-Western sentiments often align with pro-Russian ones. Such sentiments surface in reactionary church circles, or among parties opposed to the ‘Western’ reformers currently in power. They reflect disappointment in the market and ‘democracy’, and an attachment to an idealized past that globalization threatens to unravel.

Yet the August 2008 war transformed Russia’s role in Georgia (as well as in South Ossetia and Abkhazia).41 Russia is no longer a ‘mediator’, but an occupier. Georgia and Russia have no diplomatic relations. Russia has over 3,000 troops in South Ossetia; its tanks are a two hour’s drive from Georgia’s capital, and in 2009 Russia signed 49-year defense agreements with both separatist regions (including a promise of $400 million for the construction of military bases). There is little prospect for the return of South Ossetia to Georgia. But for Russia, the war was not fundamentally about Georgia. It was bound up with larger international issues, such as the eastward expansion of NATO, the recognition of Kosovo, Russia’s security in the North Caucasus and the West’s challenge to Russian control of oil and gas supplies in Eurasia. The Russian government wanted recognition of Russia’s political power; a small war in Georgia was a useful means to achieve this goal. It would teach a neighbor a lesson, put CIS countries on notice, end Russian humiliation abroad, distract growing dissatisfaction at home, reestablish Russia’s sphere of influence in the South Caucasus, and show its importance to stability in Europe. It would be a dramatic reminder to all aspiring pro-Western states in the CIS that in Northern Eurasia, the West was weak and Russia was strong. It was part of Russia’s policy of containment, but this time keeping former Soviet republics within Russia’s sphere of influence.

Putin and Saakashvili govern very different systems, but both are state-builders who have centralized decision-making within closed circles, personalized power, and narrowed pluralist politics. They both promote the state’s resurgence with a special emphasis on the military. Both use emotional rhetoric and seek to reunite disaffected territories. Add to this burning animosity between the two leaders, historical and emotional entanglement between both countries (Russian leaders accuse Georgians of ‘ingratitude’ for seeking membership of the EU and NATO), and Georgia’s bitter internal divisions, and one can see why the safeguards against war broke down. Effective Western mediation was absent for a decade before the war. Astonishingly, it is still absent. Russia has successfully removed the OSCE and the United Nations from Georgia’s conflict zones. The mandate of the United Nations’ Observer Mission in Georgia (UNOMIG) in Abkhazia was vetoed by Russia in 2009. It was substituted by a small 340-member EU Monitoring Mission (EUMM) on the South Ossetian and Abkhazian borders.

GEORGIA AND THE WEST

Zurab Zhvania, chairman of the Georgian Parliament, declared on his country’s accession to the Council of Europe in February 1999, ‘I am Georgian, therefore I am European.’42 Eighty years earlier, Noe Jordania, president of the Georgian Democratic Republic, had made it equally clear. He told Georgia’s Constituent Assembly that ‘Our life today and our life in the future is … indissolubly tied to the West, and no force can break this bond.’43 This is a sentiment that extends throughout Georgian society. In September 1998, when asked where Georgia’s place should be in the world, 68 percent of Georgians answered with Europe and 19 percent with the CIS.44 In an August 2009 poll, even after the EU’s tepid response to the war, 54 percent of respondents agreed with Zhvania’s statement.45 Whether it is the skulls of Dmanisi, Christianity, NATO, or democracy, all are linked in Georgians’ minds to their ‘natural home’ – Europe. Today, Georgian students learn English, German, or French (not much Russian) and want to study in Western universities. Georgia’s elites have embraced capitalism as a symbol of Western modernity, and the Rose Revolutionaries are hastily removing ‘oriental’ symbolism from Tbilisi’s streets, such as noisy bazaars and Tbilisi’s own version of the Turkish dolmus¸ (shared taxis).46

Despite Georgia’s long history of coexistence with Muslim states, modern Georgian historiography created an image of the Muslim ‘other’ as a way of defining what was truly Georgian.47 In the nineteenth century, Georgian intellectuals emphasized Georgian sacrifice and struggle against ‘the Great Turkoba’.48 Ideas of progress and liberty, imbibed in Russian universities, were contrasted with the stereotypical despotism, sloth, and corruption of neighboring Oriental powers. The liberation movements of Greece and Young Italy became models for Georgian progressives. Like the Serbs, Georgian historians projected their country as a historical Christian barrier to the Muslim East. At the beginning of the century, independent Georgia (May 1918–February 1921), led by pro-Western social democrats, transformed the metaphor of a Christian buffer against Islam into a European buffer against Asiatic Russia. From a bridge to European enlightenment, Russia became an oriental state imbued with Mongolian and collectivist traditions. After the Bolshevik revolution, Russia lost its claim to be part of modern Europe. Saakashvili’s references to Russia’s ‘horde’ of ‘aggressive Mongolian heirs’ whose aim is the destruction of the ‘modern, European, democratic’ state in the Caucasus shows such views persist.49

Georgian identification with Europe was reinforced as the USSR separated Georgia both physically and culturally from the Middle East. Until the early twentieth century, Georgia’s trade and cultural links with its southern neighbors in the Middle East were abundant. The influence of the Orient is still reflected in Georgian food, clothes, literature, architecture (just look at the Opera House on Rustaveli Prospect) and by Muslimized Georgians (the Acharans) in south west Georgia. The Soviet Union’s fetish with technology and progress raised the status of the West, and the attempt to isolate Georgia from Europe made the latter a symbolic antithesis to communism’s backwardness. In the late Soviet period, it was no longer the rejection of Islam that defined Georgians as Christians, but the rejection of communism that defined them as Europeans.

Links with Europe (or the ‘West’ – the differentiation is rarely made by Georgians) is illustrated by rather slim historical pickings before the nineteenth century. There were a number of Georgian missions to European kings. Philosopher and royal diplomat, Sulkhan Saba Orbeliani, a Catholic, traveled to France in the eighteenth century as part of Georgia’s attempt to seek protection against Iran. Catholic missionaries from the Vatican’s Sacra Congregatio de Propaganda Fide traveled in the opposite direction, bringing the first printed Georgian bible with them. In the twentieth century, the Georgian Democratic Republic, with its European socialist connections, Georgian Diasporas in Munich, Paris and New York, and human rights activists at home citing the Helsinki Accords, strengthened Georgia’s identity with the West. Georgian–Basque linguistic fraternity – another link to Europe – was a popular Georgian industry in the 1970s.50 Shevardnadze declared in his 1997 state of the union address that joining Europe ‘… was the centuries’ old dream of our ancestors’.51 Saakashvili in his 2008 inaugural was more emphatic. Georgia was ‘forever yoked to Europe. We are joined by a common and unbreakable bond – one based on culture, on our shared history and identity, and on a common set of values.’52

Most Georgians have a limited understanding of the ‘West’ and of its interests in the Caucasus. Western governments, starting with their encounter with the Georgian Democratic Republic in 1918–21, have been equally myopic. This has led to misunderstandings and unreasonable expectations. Georgia’s new leaders joined Western political, economic, and security structures such as the World Trade Organization (WTO), the PfP, and the EU’s latest program for its Eastern neighbors, the Eastern Partnership (EP). By doing so, as one Georgian put it, they believed Georgia could overcome its ‘historic loneliness’.53 Georgia, as a small state has sought patrons since the middle ages. In the nineteenth century, it was Russia; in the early twentieth century, Georgian leaders sought German and British protection; in the late twentieth century, EU/NATO and the United States were the best candidates. Giorgi Kobakhidze, Deputy Chair of Parliament, declared in July 1998, that ‘fixing Georgia’s problems without the European Union’s (tanamegobrobis) active support and participation, is impossible’.54 This sense of dependence is not confined to Georgian elites. In a 2007 poll, 30.3 percent of Georgians believed the fate of Georgia depended on other countries.55 One still hears the phrase, common after the April 9th, 1989 events, that Georgia is an ‘oboli eri’, an ‘orphaned nation’.

Disappointment inevitably followed such asymmetrical partnerships, which were based on Georgian idealism and fictitious European solidarities, rather than on common interests or European capacities. Recognition of Georgia’s de jure independence by the Supreme Allied Council on January 26th, 1921 came after long Georgian diplomatic endurance and humiliation, and only a few weeks before Georgia’s annexation by Soviet Russia. The Allied powers were largely indifferent to Georgia’s attempt to join the League of Nations and failed to provide succor when the Russian 11th Army occupied Tbilisi in February 1921. Both the British and the French showed more interest in Baku oil and within months Britain entered into commercial relations with Russia. In February 2008, Georgia was refused MAP, an essential step in NATO membership, and no defense aid came in August 2008 when Russia’s armies rumbled over the border once again. Europe’s vital energy supplies from Russia were never threatened, and EU–Russian partnership talks quickly resumed after a brief suspension.

Georgia has tried to institutionalize its relationship with Europe and the United States; an agreement on partnership and cooperation with the EU entered into force in 1999; Georgia has signed international and European conventions on arms control, environmental protection, and human rights. In December 2003, the EU published a European Security Strategy (ESS), which proposes ‘a ring of well governed countries to the East of the European Union’ and ‘a stronger and more active interest in the problems of the Southern Caucasus’.56 That same year a post of special envoy to the South Caucasus was created. NATO followed with a Special Representative for the Caucasus and Central Asia in 2004. Both actions recognized Georgia’s strategic importance. After initial rejection of South Caucasian states as members of the ENP, they were admitted in 2004 and, in 2006, an EU–Georgian Action plan was signed. In 2008, the EU inaugurated a Black Sea Synergy organization designed to bring Georgia and its neighbors closer to the EU through cooperative projects like the Black Sea Ring Highway and the Black Sea Cross-Border Cooperation Program. In January 2009, a (non-binding) US–Georgian Charter of Strategic Partnership, designed to expand military, trade, and energy cooperation, was created.57 However, none of these are strong security commitments to Georgia.

The EU has been one of the most generous partners for Georgia. It has provided technical and humanitarian assistance through a multiplicity of programs from the Technical Aid to the Commonwealth of Independent States (TACIS) program to the European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR), and the Comprehensive Institution-Building Programs (CIBs). In June 2009, the EP was established. Between 1992 and 2007, the EU (leaving aside individual countries’ bilateral aid) spent over €500 million on Georgia (another €500 million was promised for 2008–10 for post-war rehabilitation). The EU is Georgia’s most important economic partner. Yet there is ambivalence toward Georgia. NATO’s refusal to promote Georgia to MAP was an example. The EP program, designed to bolster the stalled ENP, offers association and free trade agreements, but no promise of EU membership.58 Like the ENP, it does not provide incentives for sustained reform, is unknown or irrelevant to most Georgians, and carries little weight among recipient countries. Reaching benchmarks or fulfilling long lists of requirements and five-year action plans are inadequate methods of ‘Europeanization’, even though their impact on political debates, Georgian legislative design, and foreign policy is positive.

The August 2008 war revealed the West’s circumspection toward Georgia. Although the EU is now directly involved in conflict resolution in Georgia through the EUMM and its co-chairmanship of the Geneva process (post-conflict negotiations between the conflicting parties), it emphasizes an economic and political role for its special representative to the South Caucasus rather than involvement in conflict resolution. The war deepened Europe’s uncertainty about Georgia. Saakashvili was conveniently blamed for starting it, with no reflection on the European powers’ own responsibility for ignoring Saakashvili’s desperate pleas for intercession, expressed long before the war broke out.59

The EU is a Black Sea power. There can be no European security without stability in the Black Sea region. But to achieve that, along with strict conditions for Georgia’s entry into European markets and institutions, the EU must establish a clear and unified stance toward Russia, which for the last 20 years has been a meddler and a spoiler in Europe’s neighboring regions, hostile to the integration of Caucasian states into European structures. The August war was a reminder that events in Georgia are inseparable from Russo–Western relations and from wider European and US national security concerns, whether it is illegal migration, energy supplies, organized crime, drug smuggling, or relations with Afghanistan and Iran.60 EU leaders think of the Caucasus as a zone of instability, but greater engagement with the Caucasus and its neighbors, such as Iran and Turkey, could help end the security threats the EU fears. It is a question of political will and a little courage, something the 27-member EU has been unable to summon so far.

GEORGIA’S MULTINATIONAL SECURITY

The national question in Georgia is entwined with every existential issue of Georgian statehood. The 2002 census claims more than 120 national minorities reside in Georgia.61 Their importance to Georgia’s national security depends on their size, degree of solidarity, historical relations with Georgians, territorial status, and links with neighboring kin states like Armenia and Azerbaijan, or ‘patronage states’ like Russia. The 2,500 Kurds (as distinct from the 18,3000 Kurdish Yezidis), are scattered with no territorial status; they present few problems. The more numerous 249,000 Armenians, territorially compact, strategically located, and supported by Armenia and Russia, are a far more sensitive case. Location is a vital factor. The Kistis are on the Russian border; Greeks, Armenians, and Azerbaijanis straddle strategic energy, road and rail routes. The Armenian community in Samtskhe-Javakheti hosted a Russian military base until 2007. Samtskhe-Javakheti borders Turkey and Armenia and is the object of exiled Muslim Meskhetians wishing to return to their homeland. The Azerbaijanis in Kvemo Kartli are cooperative, but given the backing of the Azerbaijani government and their cultural and linguistic bonds with Turkey, they need particular attention. Fortunately for Georgia, both the Armenian and Azerbaijani governments discourage irredentism, as they both wish to preserve vital land corridors through Georgia to the Black Sea.

Poverty, economic marginality, low educational levels, and internal divisions within the minority communities are barriers to inclusion. There is a gulf between rural and urban communities, differences in religion and disparities in linguistic integration. Many non-Georgian-speaking Armenians in Akhalkalaki support the nationalist Dashnaktsutiun party and seek union with Armenia. Tbilisi’s ancient community of linguistically Georgianized Armenians, on the other hand, rejects such demands. Regional ‘parties’ reflect this heterogeneity.62 In Samtskhe-Javakheti, a gerrymandered election district created in 1994 to dilute Armenian dominance, there are at least five parties – Javakh, United Javakh, JEMM (Javakheti Youth Sport Union), Virk, and the Dashnaktsutiun. They compete for influence with local grandees, ethnic Armenian MPs loyal to the Georgian establishment, and local government officials. In the Azerbaijani province of Kvemo Kartli, the parties Birlik and Geyrat are the major competitors.

The center relies on local leaders for cooperation. But local leaders often mirror their Georgian equivalents. Prejudice, corrupt networks, and distrust of the state are as prevalent among national minority communities as they are among Georgians. Mutual tolerance worked best under Soviet conditions of full employment, financial security, and social mobility. The new government wants to regain the national minorities’ allegiance, but the core of any such policy will depend on the opportunities for minorities to articulate their interests and gain access to resources. That will give then the incentive to see the Georgian state as their own. Currently, national minorities are barely involved in the life of the Georgian state.

In the Soviet period, affirmative action, Russian language knowledge, and cadre policies within the party assured non-Georgian representation in leadership posts. Russian is no longer a language of mobility and the Administrative Code and the Law on Public Service (1997) prohibit state employment for non-Georgian speakers. The absence of Georgian language teachers in minority districts (despite salary incentives and the local population’s desire to learn Georgian), and linguistic barriers to higher education, encourage minority adhesion to kinship states. Armenian students from Javakheti study in Yerevan (the Armenian government reserves 70 places for Georgia’s Armenians), or Russia; Azerbaijanis from Marneuli, prefer Baku. The new Law on Higher Education (2004), which set up a national entrance exam in Georgian language and literature, accelerated this process. The Georgian language entrance examination for national minorities has since been eased, but rural non-Georgians have fewer opportunities to prepare for the exam. Most students who study in their ‘kinship’ states do not return. In a country where patronage is vital to political access and economic success, the lack of national minorities in higher educational and government institutions, and the departure of the brightest for their ‘homelands’, is a critical failing of the Georgian state.
  

In a speech in July 2005, referring to Georgia’s national minorities, President Saakashvili insisted that Georgia was ‘on a path of positive discrimination, aggressively pursuing their integration into the state apparatus’.63 Yet non-Georgians are invisible in government, in the judiciary, the army, and in executive structures. They made up six out of 261 judges in 2006.64 They are represented in their own municipalities and local police, but in disproportionately small numbers. In Samtskhe-Javakheti, where the population is 54.6 percent Armenian, only 11.7 percent work as local civil servants.65 With the exception of the Armenian districts of Akhalkalaki and Ninotsminda where both governors are ethnically Armenian, mayors, police chiefs, and local judges are practically all Georgian. Azerbaijanis in Kvemo Kartli are, at most, deputy governors even where they comprise, as in Marneuli district, 83.1 percent of the population (in 2009, Azerbaijanis made up 19 out of 26 members of the Marneuli district sakrebulo).66 Non-Georgian MPs are usually members of the dominant party, but rarely get to the top of the party list (which ensures election). They have a better chance in single-mandate constituencies, but even if a non-Georgian MP is elected, legislative influence is minimal. In the 2004 parliament, not a single non-Georgian sat in the influential parliamentary bureau that sets the legislative agenda, occupied leadership posts in any of the six parliamentary factions, or occupied a leadership post in the two committees that dealt with national minority affairs.67

Integration of Georgia’s minorities is not just an issue of representation. A whole raft of socio-economic, educational, and infrastructural measures must be implemented to give reform meaning, including genuine local government. The Rose Revolutionaries are addressing some of these issues; they created the Zurab Zhvania School for Public Administration in Kutaisi, in part to train non-Georgian civil servants; they are building roads and railways in Samtskhe-Javakheti (a policy similar to the Freycinet public works program in nineteenth-century France); and they have boosted training and salaries for the teaching of Georgian in non-Georgian schools.68 The Ministry of Education’s 2005 law launched important curriculum and teacher training reforms to increase Georgian language teaching in all schools, officially ending ethnonational bias in the curriculum. The creation of teacher–parent ‘boards of trustees’ should, in theory, empower local non-Georgian communities who have the power to determine the local language of instruction. The President has made important symbolic gestures; he publicly condemns ethnic discrimination, addresses non-Georgians in their own languages, and travels frequently to their regions to promote Georgian government projects.

Yet, like its predecessors, the new government has failed to engage national minorities. There is still no agreement on the national administrative system (the new constitutional draft published in 2010 barely discusses regional governance); there is no language law (a draft was discussed under Shevardnadze), nor any resolution to the Meskhetian problem despite a 2007 law accepting their return to Georgia. The National Council on Civic Integration and Tolerance, created in August 2005 to implement the requirements of the Council of Europe’s Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities (FCNM), along with the government’s National Civil Integration Strategy and Action Plan, are positive steps. In June 2005, a draft Concept on the Policy Regarding the Protection and Integration of National Minorities was discussed in parliament, but its provisions are hortatory without accompanying legislation.69 A democratic multinational state has to be interventionist and promote measures for educational, economic, and linguistic integration. Without electoral reform, agricultural investment, and genuine self-government, it is unlikely the government will lift non-Georgian regions out of their isolation. In a February 2007 survey of 12- to 17-year olds in Samtskhe-Javakheti and Kvemo Kartli, only 53 percent of Azeris and 52 percent of Armenians saw their future linked with Georgia in five years’ time.70

WAR, CRIME, AND THE ECONOMY

Tedo Japaridze, Secretary of Georgia’s National Security Council from 2002 to 2003, argued consistently that Georgia’s most serious national security threat was the economy.71 It is still the case as long as mass poverty and mass unemployment persist. In the 1990s, war and economic collapse fed upon one another. Georgia’s wars led to the rise of criminal groups who plundered local factories, infiltrated ruling political circles, and dominated the economy. Criminal challenges to the state such as lawless zones, organized crime, and corruption led to a decade of universal thievery in Georgia.


The de facto loss of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in the 1990s deprived Georgia of 15 percent of its agriculturally productive territory. Abkhazia and South Ossetia produced almost $1 billion of GDP for the state in the 1980s with significant coal, lead, hydroelectric power, and food-processing industries.72 Forty percent of Abkhazian land was sown with citrus, tea and other perennial cultures, and there were over 500 manufacturing and agricultural enterprises. The Abkhazian and South Ossetian economies have not recovered from their wars. The Georgian Parliamentary Budget Office estimated that in 1998 the volume of Abkhazia’s public sector production was 1.19 percent of its 1988 volume. Its GDP in 2001 was $70–80 million ($350 per capita) and budget expenditure $7.2 million, or $30 per capita. Revenues are from scrap metal, mandarins, lumber, hazelnuts, Russian tourists (around 110,000 in 2005), and trade with Russia. The estimated GDP figure for South Ossetia in 2002 was $15 million, about $250 per capita, which would make it one of the poorest regions in the world. Approximately 96 percent of the South Ossetian budget (officially, custom tariffs are the government’s largest source of revenue) comes directly from Russia and almost every South Ossetian family depends on Russian pensions, Russian aid, remittances, or smuggling.73

The illegal export of goods from these zones, including foreign currencies, undermined Georgia’s foreign trade balance and prevented the collection of tax and custom duties. The estimated loss of revenues from illegal smuggling in the 1990s through the Ergneti wholesale market in South Ossetia alone was $2–3 million per month. Smuggled goods into Georgia (drugs, fuel, and cigarettes) sustained Georgia’s own criminal networks, and corrupted ministries concerned with border control and trade. Georgia’s parliamentary budget office estimated in 2000 that legally taxed oil imports would have increased Georgia’s revenues by 30 percent. Taxes on the 60 percent of sugar illegally imported, or on the 75 percent of untaxed cigarettes, would have brought another $70 million per year.74


There is a trickle of foreign investment in Abkhazia and none in South Ossetia in 2010. After the 2008 war, Russian business has invested in resorts, ports, and large empty villas left by the former Soviet nomenklatura in Abkhazia. Abkhazians will benefit economically from the neighboring 2014 Sochi Olympics, and there are signs of increased personal consumption, but overall the region is an economic ‘colony’ of Russian business, with real estate being bought up mostly by Russians.75 The Georgian government estimates that in 2009 there were less than 200,000 people living in Abkhazia, well under half the pre-war population of 525,000. This is not far off the Abkhazians’ own figure of 240,705, based on their own 2011 census. In South Ossetia, the population is around 40,000–60,000 compared with 98,000 in 1989. Eighty percent or more of South Ossetians are unemployed, which suggests there is little likelihood of repatriation by South Ossetian refugees despite ‘independence’.76 Both regions operate as free trade zones where the illegal economic interests of criminals, border guards, Russian army officers, and local government officials intersect. Internationally shunned, parts of Sukhumi and Tskhinvali remind one of Andrei Tarkovsky’s cinematic wastelands – streets and cavernous ministry buildings are empty, factories have been stripped for scrap metal, and unrepaired roads and bridges hamper travel and trade. Russian aid (which tripled the budget in South Ossetia between 2008 and 2010 and continues to finance a gas pipeline between South and North Ossetia) evaporates in both regions. ‘Independence’ has brought greater Russian control, including a 49-year lease to Russian military bases. Russian is the official language of communication in both regions.77


In the 1990s, Western journalists and novelists like John Le Carré developed the notion that Georgians (along with the Chechens) had a special talent for organized crime. But criminal networks are not a Georgian problem, or even a post-Soviet problem. In the Soviet period, criminal markets in Georgia had certain advantages, such as proximity to border zones, easy access to international markets, and distance from the center. In post-Soviet Georgia, arms and drug trafficking by transnational criminal networks continued to benefit from geography and the proximity of lawless zones in Achara, Abkhazia, and South Ossetia. They provided exceptional opportunities for drug routes from Central Asia through the Pankisi Gorge, Chechnya, and Tskhinvali.


During its first decade of independence, the Georgian economy was dominated by a combination of opportunistic ex-nomenklatura and criminals. One author called them ‘entrpreneurchicks’.78 There were three broad categories of activity: crime syndicates active in the embezzlement of government property and contraband working hand in hand with state officials and partners abroad; crime unions that specialized in racketeering, murders, and other gangster-like activities; and ethnically based groups active in conflict zones such as Abkhazia and the Pankisi and Kodori Gorges, benefiting from drugs and kidnapping.79 The autonomous republic of Achara was a good example of the first category. Taken over by the Abashidze and Gogitidze clans, the economy was run by shell companies (Basri Ltd was the most notorious), which channeled drugs to the north and monopolized illegal trade across the Turkish border.


A notorious source of organized crime in Georgia was the institution of ‘thieves in law’ (kanonieri kurdebi), a tradition that grew out of Soviet camps based on a strict code of conduct between criminal kingpins and their followers. The code maintains hierarchical control over gangs. Led in Georgia by well-connected figures like Tariel Oniani and Jaba Ioseliani, kanonieri kurdebi were well placed to exploit Georgia’s banking rules (which permitted anonymous money transfers) and to manipulate privatization deals, ministerial appointments, and parliamentary legislation.80 The assassination attempt on Shevardnadze in August 1995 temporarily ended the ascendancy of Mkhedrioni, which had close connections to Georgia’s kanonieri kurdebi, but other criminal networks continued to exert their power over the economy until the Rose Revolutionaries’ onslaught on organized crime in 2004.


The Rose Revolutionaries’ anti-crime campaign has been merciless, reflected in the vast increase in prosecutions for counterfeiting, money laundering, and extortion. Saakashvili declared he had no qualms about ‘using up our bullets’ on the criminal world.81 In December 2003, the Special Operations Department (SODI) and the Special Service for the Prevention of Legalization of Illicit Incomes were established to lead the attack. The Prosecutor’s Office became almost entirely focused on corruption. In 2005, the number of casinos (a source of money laundering) was reduced from 39 to 2.82 That same year, a new law on Organized Crime and Racketeering, based on US and Italian legislation, allowed the imprisonment of kanonieri kurdebi whether a crime was committed or not, and the confiscation of indirect proceeds (including family members’ property, some of which was converted into police stations). Thirty-three alleged thieves-in-law were imprisoned using this law.83 The last remaining paramilitary gang, led by Emzar Kvitsiani and involved in smuggling drugs in the Kodori Gorge, was broken up in 2006.

The slightest resistance from the criminal world is brutally crushed. In March 2006 a riot in Tbilisi’s Prison No. 5 led to a ferocious response by the government, leading to the death of seven inmates. Control of the prisons was central to the power of the kanonieri kurdebi, and Saakashvili broke it. He declared a policy of zero tolerance. Georgia’s streets, he announced, ‘will be cleansed of this criminal rubbish through the protection of all laws and principles of democracy’.84 Organized crime in the economy has been practically eliminated but its networks have not been destroyed. Despite the swiftness and severity of state repression, Georgian criminal networks persist in Russia and Europe and are ready to return should the opportunity arise.85


Many guilty of only minor infractions were caught in the anti-crime campaign and incarcerated in an already seriously deficient penitentiary system. Other more fortunate (richer?) defendants plea bargain their way out of prison (60 percent of criminal cases in 2009). In 2003, Georgia held 6,274 prisoners. By 2010, it stood at 24,000 (an increase of 300 percent in seven years), which gives Georgia, proportionately, the fifth largest prison population in the world.86 There are other costs – violations of legal process, disproportionate sentences, and the use of excessive state violence. These actions undermine civil rights. The problems in the penitentiary system were consistently highlighted by the public defender’s reports to parliament.87 Cracking down on street crime is popular (though a 2009 survey suggests most Georgians disagree with overly harsh punishments), but does not tackle its most significant source: poverty and joblessness.88

THE ENVIRONMENT

The World Wildlife Fund for Nature (WWF) includes Caucasia as one of the 200 global eco-regions that represents exceptional levels of biodiversity, endemism, a richness of species and unusual ecological phenomena.89 At the conjunction of subtropical and temperate zones, Caucasia contains over 40 percent of the world’s landscape types. At the same time, Caucasia is among the WWF’s top 25 biologically endangered ‘hotspots’. Its environmental problems are long standing, part of a Soviet legacy of reckless exploitation of natural resources, unsustainable land use, and weak environmental consciousness. After the collapse of the USSR, economic activity declined and environmental challenges such as air pollution and groundwater contamination from pesticides diminished; others, such as deforestation, oil pipeline impacts, and natural disasters, got worse.


Categorizing the major environmental threats to countries in the region, in 2002 Caucasus Environment Outlook listed the following: severe economic and social problems, geopolitical instability, unequal distribution of water resources, deforestation, soil degradation and desertification, and high occurrence of natural disasters.90 These problems are bound up with the neglect of agriculture, and the collapse – or since 2003, the removal – of state environmental regulations. Reduced funding for research institutes (such as the Institute for Environmental Protection) and monitoring agencies has enhanced environmental threats. Under Shevardnadze, the breakdown in Georgia’s energy supply system (particularly in the provinces), combined with corruption in the State Forestry Department, led to increased logging. This increased soil erosion as trees used for windbreaks or water retention were cut for fuel or illegal export. Thirty-three percent of Georgia’s arable lands suffer significant soil erosion and 58 percent are classified as low-productive soils.91 Erosion is a particular problem for Georgian farmers in the mountain areas of Achara and Svaneti. Soil erosion and soil fertility are exacerbated by poor land management. There is practically no government instruction on land overuse, crop rotations, depletion of humus, and the use of organic fertilizers.
  

There is no evidence that reduced state intervention and privatization are improving the situation. Paradoxically, anticorruption measures – such as the reduction in licenses, permits, and taxes – may negatively impact the environment. In principle, there is nothing wrong with leasing forests – the policy of the Ministry of Environmental Protection and Natural Resources (MoE) – but when forest inventory is inaccurate and monitoring absent, it could place ecologically sensitive forestland in loggers’ hands.92 Similarly, government cooperation with the World Bank on irrigation projects will not yield economic benefits in the long term without healthy local government, sustained budgetary investment in infrastructure, and stricter controls on polluters. The government’s liberal licensing and leasing policies for mining (mostly open pit) and tourist companies have not improved investment in rural areas or the economic well-being of local residents.


The Georgian government (and the population for that matter) does not consider the environment a priority. But in states where the majority lives on the margins, the smallest environmental change can be devastating. Since the 1980s, natural disasters in Georgia have increased – floods and mudslides, river pollution (Tbilisi’s sewerage is dumped directly into the river Mtkvari), and coastal erosion have put enormous burdens on the central budget and on local authorities trying to cope with ‘eco-migrants’ – estimated at 100,000–120,000 in 2008 – seeking shelter and jobs.93 Between 1999 and 2008, 10 large-scale natural disasters affected 719,246 Georgian citizens. In the summer of 2007, drought led to disputes over water supplies in South Ossetia. It seriously exacerbated ethnic tensions, leading to a cutoff by both sides of irrigation and drinking water.94


The Georgian government recognizes the environmental link to national security. In its 2005 National Security Concept, it declared the ‘quality of environmental protection and the rational use of natural resources are closely related to public security and health’. Under the section entitled ‘Threats, Risks, and Challenges to National Security’, it warned that ‘deterioration of Georgia’s natural environment, including natural and man-made hazards, could eventually endanger its natural environment, the well-being of its citizens and its biodiversity’.95 The Georgian constitution adds other protections. Article 37 states: ‘everyone has the right to live in a healthy environment’ and is ‘obliged to protect the natural and cultural surroundings’. Such provisions are backed by a raft of domestic legislation and international conventions driven by Georgia’s desire to align with European standards.96 Many of the former and current members of the government are familiar with the language and arguments of environmentalists. Zurab Zhvania, Zurab Noghaideli, and Gia Baramidze all started their careers as Greens.


Publicly, the central government makes the right connections between environmental degradation, human rights, and domestic unrest. In June 2004, it created a Commission for the Regulation of the Eco-Migrant Process, recognizing the problems generated by unwelcome migrants fleeing degraded mountain regions to Armenian and Greek villages in Tsalka district.97 Eco-migrants – mostly from mountain areas – have become a stimulus to inter-ethnic tensions over the last two decades. In 2005, an Inspectorate for Environmental Protection was created by the Ministry of Environment, and Georgia became a participant in the Environment and Security Initiative (ENVSEC) established by UN agencies. Yet government consultation with the public and NGOs is minimal. Regulations duplicate international language, but there is little action against the security threats that result from environmental change and resource depletion. In interviews with the minister and deputy minister of the Ministry of Environment, and with middle-level local officials conducted in 2005–6, there was little acknowledgement or interest – despite the evidence provided by international research organizations – in the relationship between the environment and civil conflict.98 Yet environmental impacts in Georgia – on health, mortality, access to resources by local communities, and internal migration – have as much bearing on human security and long-term political stability as traditional threats like war and IDPs.


The implementation of environmental law suffers from problems common to all Georgian legislation. It is meaningless without resources and monitoring. Environmental legislation is further undermined by a lack of ministerial openness and consultation, by a passive parliamentary majority, and poor professionalism among ministerial employees. Ekaterine Nakashidze, writing on Georgia’s Environmental Impact Assessment legislation, noted ‘public hearings do not draw any attention [from] the public … investors do not attend [them] … The Ministry also is quite indifferent …’99 The transfer of licensing for exploitation of natural resources from the Ministry of Environment to the Ministry of Economic Development in 2008 is an indication of the government’s decoupling of the environment from issues of sustainable development. Yet the impact of resource degradation and competition (over water, land division) in multiethnic districts like Marneuli, Tsalka, and South Ossetia suggests that without sound environmental management, regional stability is  vulnerable to violent escalations over shared resources. The lack of access to irrigation waters in Georgian communities on the border with South Ossetia, for example, is encouraging migration and increasing security problems as sensitive border territories depopulate. The government’s weak commitment to the environment is illustrated by the budget of the Ministry of Environment which is consistently at the bottom in terms of ministerial funding.100 In 2009–10, there was serious discussion about demoting the Ministry or abolishing it altogether. Today, responsibility for natural resources is in the hands of the Ministry of Energy and Natural Resources, which suggests the emphasis is on exploitation, not conservation.

NATIONAL SECURITY: THE GEORGIAN PERSPECTIVE

The August war showed two things: that national security is inseparably connected to Georgian domestic issues, and that military spending does not generate security (true for Pakistan and Afghanistan too). Georgia’s policy-makers recognize that their state will always be vulnerable to external interference. But if their economy works, their government institutions function, corruption and crime is stemmed, and citizens are engaged, they can reduce those vulnerabilities. How Georgians conduct themselves and the choices they make matter more than the behavior of belligerent neighbors. Security in Georgia is about institutional responsiveness, popular legitimacy, economic well-being, the establishment of common political values, and national minorities’ integration into the Georgian state.

Before independence in 1991, Georgia had never experienced a unified national army. During the first republic in 1918–21, the elite People’s Guard  was never integrated into the regular army. In the Soviet period, discrimination against non-Slav soldiers, the exclusive use of Russian in the military, and better opportunities for professional advancement in the civilian sector made young Georgian men avoid a military career. The only military training school in Georgia was the Higher Artillery Command School in Tbilisi. Few Georgians were prepared to take officer courses outside the republic. The situation in the navy and air force was worse, and 70 percent of Georgian naval personnel in 1993 was Russian. The first air squadron formed in February 1992 consisted of two aircraft and a few helicopters. Conscription stimulated bribery and the reserves were inactive.

Shevardnadze realized the state needed a proper army. In 1994, he appointed General Vardiko Nadabaidze, formerly second-in-command of the Transcaucasian Military District responsible for logistics, as his minister of defense. He introduced important legislation on military service, conscription, and parliamentary oversight. Parliament had no control of military spending in the budget, but a three-person parliamentary Group of Trust was created with special access to military and security affairs.101 A national security council was established in 1996. Chaired by the President, it was not accountable to parliament. In 1997, the United States, through its International Military Education and Training and Foreign Military Financing programs, began funding for Georgia. In 1999 an International Security Advisory Board led by Western military professionals was created, and in 2002, Georgia submitted an application for NATO membership.

Georgia’s defense and security structures in the 1990s were characterized by insolvency, fragmentation, and cynicism. The Ministries of Security and Internal Affairs were particularly venal, involved in arms and drug smuggling across Georgia’s borders. Despite Shevardnadze’s attempts to reform the army, hazing, lack of proper food and equipment, and inadequate pay eroded army morale and led to military mutinies in 1998, 2001, 2002, and 2003. Shevardnadze maintained (and defended) corrupt officials like the minister of internal affairs, Kakha Targamadze, who was finally forced out in November 2001, after a botched raid on the Rustavi 2 TV channel.102 Shevardnadze ended military interference in civil structures, but criminal gangs, especially in the conflict zones, never disappeared. Throughout this period, Georgia’s armed forces and intelligence services were controlled by multiple agencies and by competing cliques within them. Civil–military relations were unregulated. An army can be an important mechanism of both democracy and state-building. In Georgia, it was neither.


A national security concept is a crucial means of identifying strategic partners along with internal and external threats. It determines the structure, size, and strategy of the armed forces as well as weapons procurement, planning, and training. Under Shevardnadze, there was no shortage of national security drafts and proposals, but none was official. The military was without guiding principles. Three of the most important proposals were: ‘Basic Principles of the Sustainability of Social Life, the Strengthening of State Sovereignty and Security, and the Restoration of the Territorial Integrity of Georgia’ (Basic Principles), passed by parliament in April 1997; the ‘Georgian Military Doctrine’, approved by parliament in October 1997; and a draft ‘Georgian National Security Concept’ from the Military Political Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MPD/MFA). These documents expressed the security establishment’s thinking before 2003.103


The underlying emphasis of all three was the Georgian state’s allegiance to the Western model of liberal democracy, including civil and human rights, the rule of law, protection of ethnic minorities, and the free market. The ‘Military Doctrine’ was committed to de-politicization and non-interference in political affairs.104 They all called for the conformity of Georgian laws to international norms. At the same time, the ‘Basic Principles’ and the MPD/MFA gave a special place to the Orthodox Church. The MPD/MFA talked of the need to ‘stimulate orthodox traditions’ and the ‘Basic Principles’, while it acknowledged freedom of worship and the separation of church and state, noted that this does not include separation of church from society.105


All the documents (the Military Doctrine less so) advocated integration into the Western economic and security system. ‘The Basic Principles’ talked openly of Georgia’s ‘European orientation’ and the MPD/MFA of Georgia’s need to find ‘its place and function in the European security architecture’. ‘The Basic Principles’ insisted on the interconnection between Caucasian and European security, anticipated membership of the Council of Europe (Georgia was accepted in 1999), increased collaboration with the European Union, and integration with the European market through the development of TRACECA. Europe, according to ‘the Basic Principles’, ‘is not only about the return (of Georgia) to its traditional cultural environment. It is a necessity of life, for without … our greater closeness with Europe, the firm establishment of Georgian statehood and the renaissance of our country’s civic life … would be unimaginable’.106


Russia was seen as a major threat in ‘the Basic Principles’. It declared that, ‘in the past Russia created problems for Georgia, or used whatever means available to exacerbate existing contradictions; and then it had an excuse to resolve them, turning [states] into satellites, or at worst, colonies’.107 The document accused Russia of a pattern of intervention in Georgian domestic affairs since 1801, of breaking international norms, and directly stimulating secessionist movements. Though scathing about Russia’s role in Georgian history, ‘the Basic Principles’ recognized that Georgia cannot ‘ignore Russia’ and urged compromise from both sides, including an intensification of economic relations.108 The MPD/MFA and the Military Doctrine discussed Russia’s role more obliquely, but condemned the interference of foreign powers in Georgia’s domestic affairs and stressed the importance of international norms. These documents revealed the security concerns of Georgian elites under Shevardnadze. They reflected basic common values: a strong attachment to Christian and ‘traditional’ norms, self-identification as Europeans, the promotion of Western liberal values, and concern with Russian intentions.

The Rose Revolution as a modernizing revolution, focused on rebuilding state institutions, above all the armed forces. The radical transformation of the Georgian military was designed, in part, to insure NATO membership (Saakashvili declared 2006, the ‘year of NATO’ in Georgia). It was also about building an effective defense force and an institution of national integration. As part of Georgia’s Westernizing reforms, a civilian minister of defense was appointed in 2004. All military forces, such as the Ministry of Internal Affairs’ units (7,000–8,000 soldiers), were centralized under the Defense Ministry. The joint chiefs/general staff was given clearer lines of command and control, and a more efficient planning and budget system was introduced. The armed forces were designed to be small, professional, and interoperable with NATO. Salaries were raised: in 2007 officers earned an average 1,000 GEL ($605) compared to 80 GEL ($48.5) in 2003. Between 2004 and 2008, a lieutenant’s pay increased 631 percent.109 The well-paid professional army increased the quality of candidates (although training was shortened to accommodate the need for officers) and pulled in many Georgians displaced from previous conflicts. Up to one-fifth of soldiers were sent abroad for NATO operations in Kosovo, Iraq, and Afghanistan.


The Saakashvili government quickly established its national security priorities. The National Security Concept (NSC, 2005), the National Military Strategy (NMS, 2006), and the Strategic Defense Review (SDR, 2007), despite variations, are, between them, comprehensive assessments that confirm the connections between external, regional, and domestic security.110 The NMS focuses on military planning, preparedness, and strategies; the SDR, the most detailed of the documents and a NATO requirement, projects Georgia’s military development and national security scenarios until 2015, and the NSC lists Georgia’s major security threats and policy solutions. Preeminence is given to threats to territorial integrity, including secessionist movements, spillover from border conflicts (Chechnya, Nagorno-Karabakh), and terrorist actions such as pipeline sabotage. In the 2005 version of the NSC, in contrast to the 2012 update, there is little concern for a direct attack from the north. There is an emphasis on NATO membership, which requires small, mobile, and flexible professional forces. In the SDR, training for mountain warfare is underlined. Six of the eleven major threats in the NSC list relate to non-military issues such as crime, corruption, economic development, public administration, and the environment. Ukraine and Turkey are described as strategic partners (along with the United States, Armenia, and Azerbaijan) but in the NMS, security guarantees are placed firmly with collective defense under NATO. Georgia, it suggests, has insufficient resources and needs support; in case of attack, the NMS proposes a decentralized strategy of total resistance aided by skilled special forces and the reserves (a form of guerilla warfare).

Yet these documents, military reform, and massive increases in military spending made little difference in the heat of war.111 A Pentagon assessment of the Russo–Georgian war in 2008 pointed to mismanagement, unprepared officers (many appointed for their connections, not qualifications), confused lines of command, poor coordination, and intelligence breakdowns.112 After the war, there were 1,700 criminal prosecutions for desertion (disorganization of the military command led to most of those desertions). A small and inexperienced military force like Georgia’s could not withstand Russia’s military onslaught. In the end, ambitious ideas and strategies contained in the national security documents, played little role in the August 2008 war. Rather, overambitiousness contributed to the problem. After the war, the Georgian government produced a new NSC document; passed by parliament in December 2011, it emphasizes the new security challenges associated with Russian occupation.113

CONCLUSION

Georgia has been at war since independence. The wars have been internal, external, ethnic and non-ethnic, colonial and post-colonial, rooted in both the past and the present. August 2008 was both expected and unexpected; expected because Georgia had been in a crypto-war with Russia for almost 20 years; unexpected because an interstate war had been avoided for so long. The war was a watershed, but not a novel experience for Georgia. The casus belli of the February 1921 Soviet Russian invasion of Georgia was a contrived Armenian peasant revolt in Borchalo district. In 2008, rescuing the South Ossetians from Georgian ‘genocide’ led to a dismemberment that will, in all likelihood, remain for decades to come.

The war had major international implications. The first war in twenty-first-century Europe, it represented the deepest challenge to the international community’s enduring principle of inviolability of sovereign borders – which was broken cynically and with impunity. Yet foreign governments refuse to recognize Abkhazian and South Ossetian independence, which suggests unilateral secession is still out of bounds in most cases. International organizations such as the OSCE and the United Nations, must reassess their strategy in the Caucasus. There is a new geo-political configuration after August 2008, which will impact the future of Russian relations, not only with the former Soviet republics, but with Europe, the United States, NATO, and with the Caucasian neighborhood as a whole. There is a new internal politics in Abkhazia and South Ossetia: the Georgian factor has been replaced by the Russian factor. Russia’s occupation of Abkhazia and South Ossetia will have consequences in the North Caucasian republics, a region that President Putin admits is a major security problem for Russia (including the rise of radical Islam). The war will shift regional alliances in the South Caucasus too. Armenia’s diplomatic openings to Turkey in 2009 (its ‘football diplomacy’) reflect concerns, made starker by the war, that its dependence on the north is vulnerable to unilateral Russian action.


For both Georgia and Russia, the war exposed the connections between domestic and foreign policy. Authoritarian Russia was able to conduct a low-risk war to reassert its regional dominance, and to teach its former colony a lesson without resistance from an uninformed Russian public. Georgia’s case is more complicated: losing requires more introspection. The war revealed Georgia’s own systemic weaknesses. Despite impressive institutional and military improvements, the Georgian state remains isolated from its citizens. The young leadership overestimated its abilities to reform and remake an army in four years. Instability in the Defense Ministry – between the resignation of Defense Minster David Tevzadze in 2004, and 2011, there have been six Defense Ministers – and the lack of experienced army cadres meant there were few present to advise caution. The Defense Ministry is ineffectively monitored and the least accessible to journalists. Parliament and its committees are controlled by the ‘President’s party’ and exercise little supervision. The major TV channels are intimidated by the government, and the state spends enormous energy spying on its own citizens, marginalizing the opposition and maintaining control of the business community. The merger of the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Security in 2004 has created a powerful body that maintains a number of special forces including the Department for Constitutional Security, whose members were prosecuted for murdering a young banker, Sandro Girgvliani, in 2006114.

Adam Michnik, journalist, and one of the leaders of the Polish Solidarity movement in the 1980s, warned in December 2009 that ‘if Georgia wants security, it needs democracy’.115 With a neighbor like Russia, this may seem facile. Russia has systematically undermined the sovereignty of its neighbors whether they claim to be democracies or not (Moldova, Ukraine, Armenia, and Azerbaijan). It was prepared for the war in August, 2008. But Michnik has a point: democracy, if it works, encourages debate, holds its leaders responsible, and secures legitimacy. By doing so, it tempers elite actions, strengthens the state, and reduces its vulnerabilities to outside interference. Saakashvili views security as control; but security is better interpreted as confidence – confidence of the citizenry in its government, and government confidence in its citizens’ loyalty. Ultimately, this is the best defense against external provocation.





Concluding Reflections




Writing this book, I was troubled by my own subjectivities. First, what I, as a Westerner, thought about leadership and democracy did not necessarily coincide with the views of ordinary Georgians, who for the last two decades have lived in a world where ‘democracy’ has brought physical and economic insecurity. Second, it was unreasonable to hold up a leadership struggling with exceptional obstacles to state survival – such as secessionism, war, and mass poverty – to the same standards as Western states with decades of peaceful institution building and friendly neighbors. Third, what could be achieved in two decades? It is worth recalling Georgia’s starting point and how much the country has achieved despite civil war, coups, assassinations, economic embargoes, and a hostile neighbor to the north. Georgians have transformed a failing state into a working state.

Alongside such doubts was my perplexity over the conclusion. What was my overarching argument? It is difficult to encapsulate Georgia’s development over the last 20 years into a single theoretical framework. The changes have been dramatic, unpredictable, and idiosyncratic. The different theoretical models I have referred to have all been useful in highlighting Georgia’s place in post-Soviet transitions. Such models demonstrate patterns and problems, and they provide us with useful frameworks for our data on elections, political parties, state institutions, and economic reform. The problem for a book like this is forging these elements into a comprehensive and conclusive framework. I realized – as a reasonable observer of any complex organism must – that an attempt at a single explanatory model is self-defeating. My approach, therefore, is to present a set of separate conclusions and, by demonstrating the connections between them, produce a broader systemic characterization of the Georgian political system.

Georgia today is one of the better governed former Soviet republics. Systemic corruption has been reduced, organized crime has been smashed, bureaucratic obstacles to business have shrunk, and certain public services – such as obtaining a driving license or passport – have dramatically improved. All this has stimulated a new consumer culture that has extended into broad layers of society; a cell phone is now seen as indispensable. Electronic communications have brought Georgia into the twenty-first century; travel, business and educational contacts, multiple TV channels from around the world, English-language schooling, and social network sites are transforming young urban Georgians into global citizens.

 Yet better governance and globalization do not always lead to democratic growth. Efficient state institutions are not necessarily effective civic institutions. Georgia has created structural and legislative supports for democratic development, but does far worse ‘qualitatively’. Democracy requires responsive and accountable public servants. It needs a degree of economic and political security, participation, and good laws that work for the citizen. Georgia’s democracy does not work well because most of its citizens do not experience results, do not understand their rights, and do not have a government that responds to their policy preferences. Joblessness and poverty are immense disadvantages in stimulating a participatory democracy, or in exercising control over public servants and employers. 

Georgia is characterized by political and economic polarization. Georgian citizens, especially outside Tbilisi or in the capital’s poor districts, are cut off from national politics. Parties are financially murky organizations, and even the better ones are isolated from their constituents. Parliament is dominated by the ‘presidential’ party, loyal and passive. It is a rubber stamp. The population seeks patronage and has failed to organize collective pressure on its representatives between elections. Most Georgians are defenseless at their workplace due to the lack of legal protections. Non-Georgian citizens, despite improved resources in recent years devoted to their integration, are severed from the state by poor Georgian language skills, rural poverty, and limited involvement in national markets. The government is intrusive, secretly listening to its opponents and dissenters, and ministries treat public information as government property.

All Georgia’s governments since 1991 have failed to overcome the chasm between those who govern and those who are governed. They have been unable to avoid the political asymmetry of an extremely powerful president supported by a single dominant party. The current government has improved the seedbed of democracy. But its emphasis on national and patriotic consciousness, although central to the modernization project, neglects substantive social and economic reform. The ambitious application of economic liberalism has, paradoxically, increased the popularity of institutions like the Georgian church, which seek to reverse pro-Western programs. Ideas of the commonweal, central to a stable national community, have fragmented into an unconstrained and hungry individualism on the one hand, and powerful unaccountable interests aligned with the government on the other.

Since independence, all Georgian leaders have aspired to democracy. Yet all three presidents have failed to control the executive, devolve power, or engage the citizenry. The Rose Revolutionaries, following their theatrical appearance in 2003, have beamed a new image of Georgia abroad and brought fast-paced energy and unprecedented foreign investment, but they have failed to complete the revolution Gamsakhurdia began 21 years ago. All three presidents, and the societies they governed (Saakashvili will complete his term in 2013), were very different. Yet, after billions of dollars in Western aid, three wars, two ousted presidents, and endless economic and political reforms, the fundamental problem of state–society division in Georgia remains. This is not a ‘genetic’ problem; it is shared by other post-Soviet and post-colonial regimes. In Georgia’s case, as I have tried to explain in the book, the sources are multiple. They include the Soviet institutional legacy, societal fragmentation, economic underdevelopment, a super-presidential system, and misguided Western reforms, all of which have helped create an overcentralized executive. Ironically, the massive deregulation of the state since 2004, far from enhancing economic liberty, generating prosperity, and stimulating a middle class, has cemented powerful business interests to the state and increased their power over the economy.

The concentration of power in presidential hands, though not universally bad for democracy (it depends on the president), has inherent dangers. In Georgia, it has contributed to a weak legislature, an anemic judiciary, and weak local self-government. The limited constraints on presidential power, and with it a lack of effective institutionalization, economic security, and public involvement, have produced a periodic renewal of the system through mass protest. Presidents in Georgia have been toppled and governments forced to resign. Not the best sort of democratic expression, it is risky and prone to manipulation or violence. Yet these frequent popular movements show that Georgians can change their governments when they are alienated or powerless. In 1991–2, they did it violently; in 2003, they did it peacefully; and in 2007, mass protest ended in a constitutional crisis and snap Presidential elections.

Since 1991, Georgians have been practicing democracy as best they can, and have learned – largely due to their own mistakes – to be better citizens than they have ever been in their nation’s long existence. Yet until the state devolves power, parliament fulfills its representative function, and the majority of the populace is employed, another people’s ‘revolution’ remains a probable scenario. President Saakashvili can help avoid this with, perhaps, his finest bequest to Georgian democracy – unequivocally rescinding power in 2013.





Timeline: 1985–2011







	1985 (July)
	Eduard Shevardnadze is appointed Soviet foreign minister. Jumber Patiashvili is new first secretary of the Georgian party organization.



	1987 (October)
	Ilya Chavchavadze Society, one of the first informal political groupings, is founded by Zurab Chavchavadze, Merab Kostava, and Tamar Chkheidze.



	1988 (March)
	Ilya Chavchavadze Society splits. Rustaveli Society, a semiofficial nonparty organization, is established by the Georgian Writers’ Union.



	1988 (November)
	State Program of Georgian Language published.



	1989 (April)
	Crushing of Georgian demonstration for independence. Soviet soldiers leave 19 dead and 427 injured. A Georgian National Salvation Committee is formed.
Givi Gumbaridze, former head of the Georgian Committee for State Security (KGB), replaces Jumber Patiashvili as first secretary of the Georgian party organization.



	1989 (July)
	Violent clashes in Abkhazia leave 22 people dead and over 500 wounded following demonstrations protesting the opening of a Georgian branch of Tbilisi State University in Sukhumi.



	1989 (August)
	Jaba Ioseliani, a Georgian politician and emerging warlord, founds the paramilitary organization, Mkhedrioni.



	1989 (November)
	The South Ossetian Regional Soviet declares South Ossetia an autonomous republic and establishes Ossetian as the ‘state’ language.



	1990 (August)
	Lenin monument on Tbilisi’s Lenin square is demolished.



	1990 (October)
	Round Table–Free Georgia bloc led by Zviad Gamsakhurdia is elected with 54 percent of the vote to the Georgian Supreme Soviet (Georgia’s parliament). The Georgian Communist Party receives 29.6 percent. In parallel, a National Congress is elected by opposition groups, who boycott the official election.



	1990 (November 14th)
	Zviad Gamsakhurdia is elected chairman of the Georgian Supreme Soviet.



	1990 (December)
	The National Guard is created. South Ossetia elects new Supreme Soviet. Georgian Supreme Soviet abolishes the South Ossetian autonomous region.



	1991 (March)
	Zviad Gamsakhurdia and Boris Yeltsin sign the ‘Qazbegi Compromise’, which promises the creation of a joint Russian–Georgian force to disarm illegal groups in South Ossetia.



	1991 (March 31st)
	89.7 percent of eligible electors – including non-Georgians (most Abkhazians and South Ossetians boycotted the vote) – vote in a national referendum for independence.



	1991 (April 9th)
	Independence of Georgia is declared.



	1991 (May 26th)
	Gamsakhurdia wins presidential elections with 86 percent of the popular vote.



	1991 (September)
	Gamsakhurdia subordinates the Ministries of Internal and Foreign Affairs, the Ministries of Justice and Defense, and the KGB directly to the Presidential Office.



	1991 (September)
	200 television journalists protest censorship and ‘Bolshevik-like methods’ in the media. Bloody clashes between government forces and the opposition.



	1991 (November)
	State of emergency declared in Tbilisi as clashes with the opposition intensify.



	1991 (November 28th)
	South Ossetia declares its independence.



	1991 (December)
	Opposition groups form a ruling Military Council, led by former head of the National Guard, Tengiz Kitovani; Mkhedrioni leader Jaba Ioseliani; and Gamsakhurdia’s former prime minister Tengiz Sigua.



	1991 (December/January)
	Civil war in Georgia. Two weeks of fighting in central Tbilisi.



	1991 (December 25th)
	The USSR dissolves.



	1992 (January 6th)
	Gamsakhurdia flees Tbilisi.



	1992 (January 19th)
	South Ossetia referendum: 92 percent vote for reunification with North Ossetia and Russian Federation.



	1992 (March 7th)
	Eduard Shevardnadze returns to Tbilisi to head new provisional government.



	1992 (March 10th)
	The Military Council is replaced by the Georgian State Council.



	1992 (July 23rd)
	The Abkhazian Supreme Soviet adopts the Soviet Abkhazian constitution of 1925, which recognizes Abkhazia as a sovereign (union) republic.



	1992 (August 4th)
	Georgian State Council publishes a Manifesto of Reconciliation; it amnesties all oppositionists imprisoned between January and June 1992.



	1992 (August 13th)
	Tengiz Kitovani, minister of defense since May 1992, leads Georgian troops into western Georgia. Clashes with the Abkhazians follow as Kitovani retakes Sukhumi. The Presidium of Abkhazia’s Supreme Soviet calls for a ‘patriotic war’ to defend the republic.



	1992 (September)
	After military clashes in August, Georgians and Abkhazians declare a ceasefire, which is soon broken.



	1992 (October 11th)
	Parliamentary elections in Georgia. Moderate Peace bloc and October 11 bloc win pluralities, 20.4 percent and 10.7 percent of the vote, respectively.
Eduard Shevardnadze receives 96.01 percent in direct elections for parliamentary chairman.



	1992 (November 6th)
	Parliament elects Eduard Shevardnadze head of state.



	1992 (May 5th)
	Georgia became the International Monetary Fund’s 171st member.



	1992 (August 1992–
September 1993)
	Georgian–Abkhazian war.



	1993 (July 27th)
	Georgian–Abkhazian ceasefire is signed in Sochi. It is mediated by Russia, which guarantees its enforcement.



	1993 (September 16th)
	Ceasefire is broken by the Abkhazian side. Sukhumi falls to joint Russian–Abkhazian forces; over 200,000 ethnic Georgian residents flee Abkhazia.



	1993 (November)
	The Citizens’ Union of Georgia (CUG) is created. South Ossetia passes a new constitution.



	1993 (December 31st)
	Gamsakhurdia at the age of 54 dies in Samegrelo in unexplained circumstances.



	1994 (3–4 February)
	Boris Yeltsin visits Tbilisi. Treaty of Russian–Georgian Friendship signed (but never ratified).



	1994 (December 3rd)
	Giorgi Chanturia, leader of the National Democratic Party, is assassinated.



	1995 (August 24th)
	The Parliament of Georgia adopts a new constitution. Eduard Shevardnadze narrowly escapes assassination attempt on 29 August.



	1995 (September 25th)
	New currency, the Georgian lari, replaces the coupon.



	1995 (November 5th)
	Eduard Shevardnadze is elected president with 72.9 percent of the vote. Simultaneous parliamentary elections lead to the victory of the CUG.



	1996 (April 22nd)
	Georgian Government signs an EU–Georgia Partnership and Cooperation Agreement.



	1996 (September)
	Constitutional Court is established.



	1996
	Georgian GDP annual growth of 11.4 percent.



	1997 (June 13th)
	The Law on Common Courts is passed by parliament, marking the beginning of extensive reforms in Georgia’s judicial system. The administration of the court system is transferred from the Ministry of Justice to an ‘independent’ High Council of Justice. A new Criminal Procedural Code is adopted.



	1997 (July)
	‘Simplified’ tax code comes into force, which includes a 20 percent profit tax and 20 percent VAT. Proves impossible to administer.



	1998 (February 9th)
	Assassination attempt on Shevardnadze by Chechen mercenaries and Georgian conspirators.



	1998 (November 15th)
	Local elections, 13 blocs and parties compete. Nationally, CUG scores victory but loses in major urban areas.



	1999 (February)
	Baku–Supsa early oil pipeline begins operation.



	1999 (April)
	The Industrialists’ Union forms a party (Industry Will Save Georgia).



	1999 (April 27th)
	Georgia becomes the 41st member of the Council of Europe.



	1999 (October 31st)
	CUG wins majority in parliamentary elections with 41.75 percent of vote.



	1999
	Russian border troops withdraw from Georgia.



	2000 (April 9th)
	Eduard Shevardnadze wins presidential elections with 79.8 percent of the vote.



	2000 (October 12th)
	Mikheil Saakashvili is appointed justice minister.



	2001 (June 15th)
	New Rights Party is formed from dissenting members of the CUG.



	2001 (September 5th)
	Mikheil Saakashvili resigns from government and establishes the National Movement.



	2001 (October 30th)
	Government raid on TV channel Rustavi 2 leads to government crisis and cabinet’s resignation.



	2002 (April)
	The United States launches Georgian Train and Equip Program to prepare Georgia’s military for counter-terrorist operations.



	2002 (June 2nd)
	CUG is defeated in local elections.



	2002 (October 14th)
	Concordat between Georgian Orthodox Church and the Georgian state signed.



	2002 (November 4th)
	Mikheil Saakashvili is elected chairman of the Tbilisi City Council.



	2003 (November 2nd)
	Fraudulent parliamentary elections lead to mass protests on Rustaveli Avenue demanding the resignation of Eduard Shevardnadze.



	2003 (November 23rd)
	The opposition, led by Zurab Zhvania, Mikheil Saakashvili, and Nino Burjanadze, takes power following the resignation of Eduard Shevardnadze.



	2004 (January 25th)
	Mikheil Saakashvili is elected president of Georgia with 96 percent of the vote.



	2004 (March 28th)
	The United National Movement and its ally the United Democrats win 66 percent of the vote in the repeat parliamentary elections.



	2004 (May 6th)
	Aslan Abashidze, leader of the Acharan autonomous republic, is overthrown by popular demonstrations (known as the ‘Palm Revolution’). Abashidze flees to Moscow.



	2004 (June 14th)
	Georgia, along with Azerbaijan and Armenia, is admitted to the European Neighborhood Policy.



	2004 (June 24th)
	Parliament adopts a liberal Law on Freedom of Speech and Expression.



	2005 (February 3rd)
	Prime Minister Zurab Zhvania is found dead in a Tbilisi apartment. The circumstances are suspicious.



	2005 (May 9th)
	A grenade is thrown during the US president’s address in Freedom Square, Tbilisi. The grenade does not explode.



	2006 (March)
	Russia bans imports of Georgian wine, allegedly on health grounds. A ban on mineral water follows in May.



	2006 (May 28th)
	First oil from the Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan oil pipeline reaches Ceyhan, Turkey.



	2006 (September)
	Georgia offered ‘intensified dialogue,’ a step toward membership of NATO.



	2006 (October 5th)
	The United National Movement sweeps municipal elections; captures all municipalities.



	2006 (November 12th)
	Dimitri Sanakoev, campaigning for autonomous republic status for South Ossetia, wins an ‘alternative poll’ in Georgian districts of South Ossetia and is declared president-elect.



	2007 (November 7th)
	Mass demonstrations against the government are callously crushed by the riot police. Negative international reaction leads Saakashvili to resign. He calls a snap presidential election in January 2008.



	2007 (November)
	Withdrawal of last Russian troops from Georgia. Russian bases are handed over to Georgian government (though Russian troops remain at the Gudauta base in Abkhazia).



	2008 (January 5th)
	Mikheil Saakashvili wins presidential election with 53.47 percent of the vote. In a simultaneous referendum, 61.1 percent vote in favor of NATO membership.



	2008 (April 3rd)
	NATO summit defers decision on Georgia’s application to join the Membership Action Program.



	2008 (May 21st)
	The United National Movement wins majority in parliament (119 seats out of 150). Joint opposition obtains 17 seats (17.7 percent), Christian Democrats receive 6 seats (8.66 percent), and Labor Party 6 seats (7.44 percent).



	2008 (8–13 August)
	Russo–Georgian War. The Russian army occupies South Ossetia and territories deep inside Georgia.



	2008 (August 16th)
	Russia signs an EU-brokered ceasefire agreement but refuses to withdraw from South Ossetia and Abkhazia.



	2008 (August 26th)
	Russia recognizes the independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia.



	2008 (October 22nd)
	Western governments pledge $4.55 billion to aid Georgia’s post-war recovery.



	2009 (19–20 March)
	The European Council approves Eastern Partnership Initiative and invites Georgia to join.



	2009 (April 9th)
	Mass protest against President Saakashvili.



	2009 (May 26th)
	Over 60,000 opposition supporters gather at a football stadium to demand the resignation of President Saakashvili.



	2009 (22–23 July)
	US Vice President Joe Biden visits Georgia.



	2009 (July)
	United Nations Observer Mission in Georgia departs after the UN Security Council fails to extend its mission.



	2010 (May 30th)
	Gigi Ugulava, a major figure in the United National Movement, becomes the first directly elected mayor of Tbilisi.



	2010 (July 5th)
	US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton reiterates support for Georgian territorial integrity during her visit to Georgia.



	2010 (October 15th)
	Parliament approves the Law on Constitutional Changes and Amendments to the Constitution. It expands the role of the prime minister and legislature, moving Georgia closer to a parliamentary system. The changes will come into force in 2013.



	2011 (May 26th)
	Police violently disperse a small number of opposition protesters led by opposition leader Nino Burjanadze.
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CHAPTER 2

This chapter deals with the agony of state collapse; it relies on Georgian and Russian newspaper sources, interviews, memoirs, and official reports. There is very little in English on the final years of Soviet power in Georgia. Two of my own pieces, ‘Georgia: the long battle for independence’, in M. Rezun (ed.), Nationalism and the Breakup of an Empire: Russia and its Periphery, Westport, CT: Praeger Press, 1992, pp. 73–96; and ‘Glasnost, Perestroika and the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic’, in Ron Suny (ed.), Armenian Review 43/2–3 (Summer/Autumn 1990), pp. 127–52, cover the years 1985–1991. Jonathan Aves in his Paths to National Independence in Georgia, 1987–1990, London: School of Slavonic and East European Studies, 1991, describes Georgian parties and leaders in the 1980s, along with their fractious politics. An important source is RFE/RL, Materialy Samizdata, RFE/RL Research Reports and Radio Liberty Research Bulletins. Elizabeth Fuller was one of the few researchers covering Georgian events at RFE/RL in the 1970s and 1980s. The official Communist Party newspaper in Georgia, komunisti, which began ignoring party constraints in the mid-1980s, is a vital source for this period. Jaba Ioseliani, sami ganzomileba [Three Dimensions], 2nd ed., Tbilisi: azri, 1999, and Nodar Natadze, rats vitsi [paktebi da analizi] (What I Know [Facts and Analysis]), Tbilisi: pirvelistamba, 2002, are fascinating memoirs of the national liberation movement. Ioseliani provides the inside story on the formation and activities of the powerful paramilitary force, mkhedrioni, and Natadze describes the events and the figures that shaped Georgian politics between 1985–1992. For the traumatic events of 9 April 1989, Guram Gverdtsiteli, Sargis Tsaishvili and Manana Sanadiradze in their collection 9 aprili, Tbilisi: merani, sabchota sakartvelo, 1990, provide the most comprehensive coverage. The burgeoning conflict in Abkhazia is best described in Svetlana Chervonnaya’s controversial Conflict in the Caucasus: Georgia, Abkhazia and the Russian Shadow, trans. Ariane Chanturia, Glastonbury (UK): Gothic Image, 1994. It provides vital insight into the policy of divide and rule employed by post-Soviet Russia among its formerly colonized peoples. Victor Schnirelman in his detailed Wars of Memory: Myths, Identity and Politics in the Transcaucasus, Moscow: Academkniga, 2003, digs deeper into the conflict’s historical roots. For a chronicle of the 1980s, see Giorgi Mchedlidze, Istoria udistantsiod, mghelvare 1988–1995 tslebis kronikebi [A Close View of History, A Chronicle of the 1988–1995 Turbulence], Kutaisi: G. Tabidze Stock Company, 1999. For an excellent memoir on this period, see Revaz Gachechiladze, chemi XX saukune, II tomi [My 20th Century, Vol. 2], Tbilisi: Bakur Sulakauri, 2011.

CHAPTER 3

Most analyses of Gamsakhurdia place him within a nationalist framework. I define him as a populist who successfully used strategies of mass mobilization, scapegoating, popular referenda, and political polarization, to achieve power. The literature on populism is abundant. Maragret Canovan, Populism, New York; London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1981, is a splendid introduction to the concept. The round-table discussion of populism in Telos (‘The empire strikes out: A roundtable on populist politics’, Spring 1991, no. 87), is useful for a conceptual discussion. For an interesting comparative perspective, see Robert Dix, ‘Populism: Authoritarian and Democratic’ in Latin American Research Review, vol. 20, no. 2, 1985, pp. 29–52. The most valuable material for this period comes from the participants themselves. Mikheil Saluashvili has edited a multivolume set of Round Table–Free Georgia documents. The first two are a collection of Gamsakhurdia’s speeches and interviews entitled sakartvelos respublikis prezidenti zviad gamsakhurdia [The Georgian President, Zviad Gamsakhurdia], Tbilisi: khma erisa, 2 vols; a second set of documents which includes statements, declarations and programmatic descriptions of the Round Table–Free Georgia bloc is called mgrvali magidis istoria [The History of the Round Table], Tbilisi: zviadis khma – khma erisa, 1996, 3 Vols. Both collections are biased, but represent a rich historical source on the national liberation movement in the 1980s. Zviad Gamsakhurdia’s more scholarly letters and essays are in zviad gamsakhurdia, tserilebi, esseebi (Zviad Gamsakhurdia: Letters and Essays), Tbilisi: khelovneba, 1991. Eduard Shevardnadze’s autobiography pikri tsarsulsa da momavalze: memuarebi [Thoughts on the Past and Future: Memoirs], Tbilisi: L palitra, 2006, though silent on crucial issues, places the reader at the center of the storm. A well documented chronicle of the Gamsakhurdia era is in Giorgi Tsikarishvili, zhami cheshmariti (damartskhebuli modzraobis kronika) (A Time of Truth [The Chronicle of a Defeated Movement]), n.p: Tbilisi, 2003. But the best sources on this period remain newspapers, abundant and polemical under Gamsakhurdia, and interviews with participants. All the newspapers I use are available in the National Parliamentary Library of Georgia.

CHAPTER 4

This chapter covers civil war, imperial intervention, and secessionism, along with domestic debates on institutional design, laws, and relations with Russia and the CIS. There is voluminous material on post-Soviet state-building. Charles Tilly’s work on state formation Coercion, Capital and European States, AD 990–1992, Cambridge, Mass.: B. Blackwell, 1990, is a good place to start thinking about how states are established. David Waldner, State Building and Late Development, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1999; and Christopher Clapham, Third World Politics: An Introduction, London; Sydney: Croom Helm, 1985, highlight the common issues faced by all post-colonial regimes as they try and define the role of the state in society. A detailed, and indispensible, chronicle of domestic debates and party life in the mid-1990s is in the Georgian Chronicle, now defunct, produced by one of Georgia’s first NGOs – the Caucasian Institute for Peace, Democracy and Development. N. Tavartkiladze’s sakartvelos sashinao politika 1991–1995 tslebshi [Georgian Domestic Politics in 1991–1995], Tbilisi: ertoba, 2001, is a useful addendum, listing the major events of this period, and Thomas Goltz’s Georgia Diary: A Chronicle of War and Political Chaos in the Post-Soviet Caucasus, Armonk, NY, and London: M.E. Sharpe, 2006, is a savvy journalist’s view of Georgia’s darkest days in the early 1990s.

Shevardnadze’s memoir, pikri tsarsulsa da momavalze: memuarebi [Thoughts on the Past and Future: Memoirs], Tbilisi: L palitra, 2006, provides some personal insight; records of parliamentary debates, party life, and the activities of the Military and State Council can be found in the parliamentary library, including an essential legislative record, sakartvelos respublikis sakhelmtsipo sabchos normatiuli aktebis krebuli [The Normative Acts of the State Council of the Georgian Republic], and regular issues of sakartvelos parlamentis utsqebani [Georgian Parliamentary Bulletin]. Documentary materials on the conflicts which relate to this period are contained in Status of Autonomous Regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia within Georgia, 1917–1988, Collection of Political-Legal Acts, Tbilisi: Regionalism Research Center, 2005; and in Tamaz Diasamidze (ed.), Regional Conflicts in Georgia-The Autonomous Oblast of South Ossetia, The Autonomous Republic of Abkhazia, 1989–2002: The Collection of Political-Legal Acts, trans. Chkhoidze-Japaridze, Tbilisi: OSGF, 2003. An Abkhazian appraisal of the conflicts is in Stanislav Lakoba in his Abkhaziia – de fakto ili gruziia de-iure? O politike Rossii v Abkhazii v postsovetskii period. 1991–2000 gg. (Abkhazia de facto or Georgia de jure? On the Politics of Russia in Abkhazia in the Post-Soviet Period, 1991–2000), Sapporo: Slavic research Center Occasional Papers, Special Issue, Hokkaido University, 2001. For a good discussion of the complicated civil–military relationship at this time, see Davit Darchiashvili and Ghia Nodia (eds), samkhedro–samokalako urtiertobebi; teoriuli sakitkhebi da sakartvelos magaliti (Civil–Military Relations: Theoretical Questions and the Georgian Case), Tbilisi: TACIS, CIPDD, 2000.

CHAPTER 5

This chapter explores the activities of Georgia’s social and professional groups, along with other constituents in Georgia’s ‘civil society’. The works of David Held, Robert Putnam, Michael Mann, Phillipe Schmitter, and Adam Przeworski are most relevant to the theoretical focus of this chapter. David Held, Democracy and the Global Order: From the Modern State to Global Governance, Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1995; Robert Putnam, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993; Michael Mann, ‘The autonomous power of the state: Its origins, mechanisms, and results’, European Journal of Sociology 25 (November 1984), pp. 185–213; and Adam Przeworski, Democracy and the Market: Political and Economic Reforms in Eastern Europe and Latin America, Cambridge, UK; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991, helped frame my own view of state–society relations in post-Soviet Georgia. Sarah E. Mendelson and John K. Glenn (eds), The Power and Limits of NGOs: A Critical Look at Building Democracy in Eastern Europe and Eurasia, New York: Columbia University Press, 2002, highlights the challenges of grass-roots democracy in post-communist states. Georgian scholars and practitioners have written prolifically about the peculiarities of post-socialist society. Ghia Nodia and Álvaro Pinto Scholtbach in The Political Landscape of Georgia. Political Parties: Achievements, Challenges and Prospects, Delft, The Netherlands: Eburon Academic Publishers, 2006, provide an overview of parties and their programs; Nana Sumbadze’s work on public opinion for the Institute for Policy Studies (www.ips.ge), the Caucasus Research Resource Centers’ Caucasian Barometer (www.crrc.ge), and the International Republican Institute’s surveys (www.iri.org/explore-our-resources/public-opinion-research/public-opinion-polls), are excellent sources on Georgian popular attitudes. Media.ge (www.media.ge/en), is an independent press agency that focuses on the defense of media rights, and Transparency International Georgia (http://transparency.ge/en), spotlights the problems in Georgian state–society relations; Giorgi Ghlonti and Alexandre Kukianidze, both from the (now defunct) Georgian office of Transnational Crime and Corruption Center, write illuminatingly on Georgia’s patronage groups (www.traccc.cdn.ge/resources/articles.html). On the study of labor issues in post-communist societies, see David Ost and Stephen Crowley (eds), Workers After Workers’ States: Labor and Politics in Post-communist Eastern Europe, Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2001. For labor issues in Georgia, I turned to the National Statistics Office of Georgia (www.geostat.ge/index.php?action=page&p_id=143&lang=eng), to the Georgian Trade Union Confederation website (www.gtuc.ge) and to the EU’s European Training Foundation (www.etf.europa.eu/web.nsf/pages/Publications_catalogue). But most of the information and insight in this chapter comes from multiple interviews and reports of professional organizations and NGOs such as the American Chamber of Commerce in Georgia, the UN Development Program, the Georgian Young Lawyers Association and the United Nations Association of Georgia.

CHAPTER 6

This chapter focuses on the persistent pattern of alienation in Georgia between the state and its citizenry. This explains much of the weakness of Georgian democracy over the last 20 years. Theoretical material on democracy building in post-Soviet states, which is the heart of this chapter, is abundant. Connections between democracy on the one hand, and the state, the economy, and civil society on the other, quickly lead to questions about the quality of governance. Larry Diamond and Leonardo Morlino (eds), Assessing the Quality of Democracy, Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005, is a useful introduction to such issues. J. Koehler and Christoph Zürcher (eds), Potentials of Disorder, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003, looks at the relationship between social and political structures and their impact on state-building. On executive power, the rule of law and constitutionalism, Juan Linz and Arturo Valenzuela (eds), The Failure of Presidential Democracy, Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994; Christopher Waters (ed.), The State of Law in the South Caucasus, Houndmills: Palgrave, 2005, and the critical collection of articles in sakonstitutsio-politikuri repormis protsesi sakartveloshi: politikuri elita da khalkhis khmebi [The Constitutional-Political Reform Process in Georgia: The Political Elite and the Voices of the People], Tbilisi: IDEA/CIPDD, 2005, were very useful. Zurab Zhvania’s collection of lectures chveni taobis privilegia (Our Generation’s Privilege), Tbilisi: saari, 2005, is an excellent overview of the young reformers’ thinking on state and society in Georgia at the turn of the new millenium.

Sources on the workings of the Georgian state, including the judiciary, are highlighted in innumerable reports from Transparency International Georgia, the Georgian Young Lawyers’ Association, notably through its journal, The Government of Georgia under Sunshine, and the Caucasian Institute for Peace, Democracy and Development, all available online. Georgian newspapers and Civil.ge, accessible in English at www.civil.ge/eng, have published a torrent of articles and analyses of current policies. Georgian newspapers can be accessed online at various sites, although access is variable. I relied on the collections at the National Parliamentary Library of Georgia, which has an excellent on-line search catalogue. The web pages of UNDP, the US Agency for International Development, and the EU provide detailed information on elections, local government, and legal issues. The UNDP Country Office in Georgia published a discussion paper series in the 1990s written by Georgian experts that covered a wide range of topics from poverty and social change in the family, to foreign policy and the bread industry, all of which were indispensible to my research on state and democracy building in the Shevardnadze years. For official and unofficial information on elections, I found the websites of the Georgian Central Election Commission (www.cec.gov.ge/index.php?sec_id=13&lang_id=GEO) and the International Society for Fair Elections and Democracy, ISFED (www.isfed.ge) essential. Election observation missions from the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, OSCE, and the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), are analytical, but often skim the surface. I constantly used government ministries, in particular the Ministries of Justice and Interior, and the very useful Georgian Parliament and Georgian President websites, www.parliament.ge and www.president.gov.ge, which have extensive information on legislation, executive orders, elections, and parliamentary activities. For legislative activity in the 1990s, the monthly sakartvelos parlamentis utsqebani, [Georgian Parliamentary Bulletin], proved an invaluable source. This has been replaced by the equally useful Parliament of Georgia Weekly Newsletter (www.parliament.ge/newsletter/english/index.html), which is now in English.

CHAPTER 7

This chapter focuses on economic policy and the transition to a market system in Georgia. Three of the better books on the political economy of post-communist transition are Yegor Gaidar, Collapse of an Empire: Lessons for Modern Russia, trans. Antonina W. Bouis, Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2007; Joan Nelson, Charles Tilly, and Lee Walker (eds), Transforming Post-Communist Political Economies, Washington, DC: National Academy Press, 1997; and Janos Kornai and Susan Rose-Ackerman, Building a Trustworthy State in Post-Socialist Transition, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004. The Georgian economist, Vladimer Papava, a former Minister of the Economy, has written most extensively, and critically, on Georgia’s economic transition. His Necroeconomics: The Political Economy of Post-Communist Capitalism, New York: iUniverse, 2005; and Splendours & Miseries of the IMF in Post Communist Georgia, Laredo, TX: We-Publish.com, 2004, are enlightening analyses. Ekonomika, politika, tskhovreba (Economy, Politics, Life), Tbilisi: Favoriti, 1999, written by Roman Gotsiridze, former President of the Georgian National Bank, details economic policy during the Shevardnadze era. Lado Gurgenidze, President Saakashvili’s former Prime Minister, provides a different perspective, and in his ‘Georgia, search for economic liberty: A blueprint for reform in developing economies’, Development Policy Outlook, American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research, no. 2, June 2009, makes a strong case for the application of neo-liberal policies in Georgia. All economic information on Georgia must be treated with caution, but can be found at the websites of the World Bank, the IMF, the National Statistics Office of Georgia, and the ETF, particularly useful for its Labour Market Reviews. The UNDP's Human Development Reports are among the best reviews of government social policy. Other vital analytical sources are the Georgian–European Policy and Legal Advice Center (GEPLAC), for both its policy papers and regular issues of Georgian Economic Trends, the Association of Young Economists of Georgia (AYEG), which publishes papers, public opinion surveys and monitors government programs, and Caucasus Resource Research Centers, which produces Caucasian Barometer. Investor.ge, an online magazine produced by the American Chamber of Commerce in Georgia, is a useful chronicle of the Georgian business environment. It reviews government business programs and policies. Transparency International Georgia and the Group of States Against Corruption (GRECO) (www.coe.int/t/dghl/monitoring/greco/default_en.asp), publish important assessments of Georgia’s anticorruption policies. On migration, Migration in Georgia: A Country Profile 2008, Geneva: International Organization for Migration (IOM), 2008, is a good place to start; on women in the economy, Nana Sumbadze’s work stands out; see her Gender and Society. Georgia, Tbilisi, UNDP, 2008; see also AYEG, kali da biznesi, [Woman and Business], Tbilisi: 2009, at www.economists.ge/index.php?pg=pb. Tata Chanturidze, Georgia: Health system review. Health Systems in Transition, European Observatory on Health Systems and Policies, 11/8, 2009, provides excellent information on health and education levels in Georgia. Yet, despite this abundance of information, it must be used with care. Ultimately, even international organizations rely on the poorly monitored reporting of Georgian government agencies.

CHAPTER 8

Scholarly literature on nationalism and conflict dominates the field of Caucasian Studies. A major motive behind this book was to explore other aspects of Georgian identity. In this chapter, I focus on political expressions of Georgian national identity. The theoretical works I find most relevant to the Georgian nationalist experience in the late twentieth century include Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, London: Verso, 1983, especially on the role of colonialism; Rogers Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed: Nationhood and the National Question in the New Europe, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996; Tom Nairn, The Break-up of Britain: Crisis and Neonationalism, 2nd ed., London: NLB and Verso Editions, 1981; Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism, London: Sage Publications, 1st ed., 1995; Christopher Dandeker (ed.), Nationalism and Violence, New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 1998; and Anthony D. Smith, The Ethnic Revival, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981. Michael Mann’s book The Dark Side of Democracy: Explaining Ethnic Cleansing, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004, throws light on the ambivalent relationship of democracy to nationalism, important to understanding Georgia’s own nation- and state-building project. Georgian scholars’ own consideration of nationalism is theoretically rich, and grounded in direct observation and participation. I want to mention in particular Revaz Gachechiladze, The New Georgia: Space, Society, Politics, London, UCL Press, 1995; Natalie Sabanadze, Globalization and Nationalism: The Cases of Georgia and the Basque Country, Budapest; New York: CEU Press, 2010; and Ghia Nodia’s multiple essays on national identity, including his long essay, ‘The conflict in Abkhazia: National projects and political circumstances’, in Bruno Coppieters, Ghia Nodia, Yuri Anchabadze (eds), Georgians and Abkhazians: The Search for a Peace Settlement, Köln: Bundesinstitut für ostwissenschaftliche und internationale Studien, 1998, and ‘Political turmoil in Georgia and the ethnic policies of Zviad Gamsakhurdia’, in Bruno Coppieters (ed.), Contested Borders in the Caucasus, Brussels: VUB University Press, 1996. For understanding the conflict in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, Svetlana Chervonnaya, Conflict in the Caucasus: Georgia, Abkhazia and the Russian Shadow, Glastonbury: Gothic Image Publications, 1994; Victor A. Shnirelman, The Value of the Past: Myths, Identity and Politics in Transcaucasia, Osaka: Senri Ethnological Studies no. 57, National Museum of Ethnology, 2001; and Stephen Jones (ed.), War and Revolution in the Caucasus: Georgia Ablaze, London; New York: Routledge, 2010, are important explorations of the domestic context of conflict. Analysis of the relationship between religion and nationalism in Georgia in English is limited. For a general exploration before independence, see S.F. Jones, ‘Religion and nationalism in Soviet Georgia and Armenia’, in Pedro Ramet (ed.), Religion and Nationalism in the USSR and Eastern Europe, Durham; London: Duke University Press, 2nd rev. and expanded edn, 1989, pp.171–95. For Georgian sources, the Georgian Patriarchate website, www.patriarchate.ge/_en/?action=home, provides sermons and lessons, and N. Lezhava (ed.), Rol’ pravoslaviia v gosudartvakh i obshchestvakh Gruzii i Rossii [The Role of Orthodoxy in the States and Societies of Georgia and Russia], Tbilisi: Heinrich Böll Foundation, 2004, has compiled a collection of articles on the role of the church in contemporary Georgia and Russia. For challenging discussions of current government policy, see diversity.ge (www.diversity.ge/eng), and the European Centre for Minority Issues: Caucasus (www.ecmicaucasus.org/#), which has a splendid set of working papers on national minority issues in Georgia. For a comprehensive ethnographical description of Georgia’s religions and nations, see Merab Basilaia (ed.), etnosebi sakartveloshi [Ethnoses in Georgia], Tbilisi: UNDP, 2008; and Zurab Kiknadze (ed.), religiebi sakartveloshi [Religions in Georgia], Tbilisi: UNDP, 2008.

CHAPTER 9

Georgia’s experience over the past two decades exemplifies the multifaceted nature of national security. The Russo–Georgian war in August 2008, for example, was largely a result of the interconnected security challenges at home, both in Georgia and Russia. Perspectives on the war varied enormously. Ronald Asmus, A Little War that Shook the World: Georgia, Russia, and the Future of the West, New York: Palgrave/Macmillan, 2010, highlights Russian provocation; R.N. Pukhov (ed.), The Tanks of August, Moscow: Centre for Analysis of Strategies and Technologies, 2010, focuses on the Russian perspective. The EU’s own ‘balanced’ account is presented in International Fact Finding Mission on the Conflict in Georgia IIFFMCG) (www.ceiig.ch/Report.html). The conflict had dramatic implications for international law and Russian–US/European relations. See, for example, Lincoln Mitchell and Alexander Cooley in their After the August War: A New Strategy for U.S. Engagement with Georgia, New York: Harriman Institute, 2010; and James Sherr, ‘The implications of the Russia–Georgia war for European security’, in Svante E. Cornell and S. Frederick Starr (eds), The Guns of August 2008: Russia’s War in Georgia, Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2009. For a broad analysis of Georgia’s persistent security challenges over time, see Alexandre Rondeli, patara kveqana saertishoriso sistemashi [A Small Country in the International System], 2nd revised ed., Tbilisi: Georgian Foundation for Strategic and International Studies, 2009; for a comprehensive assessment of Georgian security and foreign policy since independence, see Bruno Coppieters and Robert Levgold (eds), Statehood and Security: Georgia After the Rose Revolution, Cambridge; US; London: The MIT Press, 2005; for the regional context, see Vicken Cheterian, War and Peace in the Caucasus: Ethnic Conflict and the New Geopolitics, New York: Columbia University Press, 2008; and Charles King, The Ghost of Freedom: A History of the Caucasus, Oxford: OUP, 2008, which weaves geography, history, and security into an elegant chronological summary. There are separate sections in the chapter on the national question, the economy (a vital national security issue), the environment, and government policy. Roman Gotsiridze in his Economic and Social Consequences of Internal Conflicts in Georgia, Tbilisi: The Parliamentary Budget Office of Georgia, 2003, deals directly with the connections between the national question, the economy, and war. For the impact of crime and corruption, Alexandre Kukhianadze, ‘Corruption and organized crime in Georgia before and after the ‘Rose Revolution’, Central Asian Survey 28/2 (June 2009), pp. 215–34, is a good synopsis. Excellent sources on environmental security can be found in the journal Caucasus Environment, unfortunately defunct; Tom Trier and Medea Turashvili in their Resettlement of Ecologically Displaced Persons: Solution of a Problem or Creation of a New Eco-Migration in Georgia, 1981–2006, Flensburg: European Centre for Minority Issues, ECMI Monograph #6, 2007, is informative on the ecomigrants and the role they play in security at home. Finally, on government policy and the role of the military, David (Davit) Darchiashvili’s writings are essential. See, for example, his politikosebi, jariskatsebi, mokalakeni: sakartvelos erovnuli usaprtkhoebisa da samkhedro-samokalako urtietobis analizi (Politicians, Soldiers, Citizens: an Analysis of Georgian National Security and Civil–Military Relations), Tbilisi: TSU, 2000. The Georgian Ministry of Defense has most national security documentation on its website at www.mod.gov.ge/?l=E&m=3&sm=1.
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